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ABSTRACT  
 

The purpose of this study is to identify the character defining features of storefront and red brick 

fire stations and the necessity of understanding the history of firefighting in order to identify the 

character defining features. This study also examines the effectiveness of National Park Service 

Preservation Brief 17 Architectural Character – Identifying the Visual Aspects of Historic 

Buildings as an Aid to Preserving their Character in regards to identifying the character 

defining.  
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CHAPTER 1: INTRODUCTION 

There are building types whose design and use directly relate to the function of the 

building. For instance, fire stations are designed to meet the needs of the function that it houses. 

Since the design is related to a specific use, the building must be interpreted in terms of the 

function of the building. The problem that arises is the lack of information and guidance that is 

available to help ensure the preservation of character defining features that relate to a specific 

building type.  

The National Park Service, through Preservation Brief 17, provides instruction on how to 

identify the visual character defining features of a building. Though this two questions arise. 

First, is Preservation Brief 17: Architectural Character: Identifying the Visual Aspects of 

Historic Buildings as an Aid to Preserving Their Character an effective tool in identifying 

character defining features of specific building types, specifically historic fire stations? Second, 

how does the history of firefighting and fire stations relate to and inform the understanding of the 

character defining features of fire stations, specifically the ‘storefront style’ and the ‘red brick 

style’? 

This study seeks to answer those questions by looking at two different aspects. First, the 

process of identifying character defining features as laid out in Preservation Brief 17 and its 

ability to successfully identify the character defining features of a specific building type, 

specifically fire stations. Second, the exterior and interior character defining features of two 

types of historic fire stations, the storefront style and the red brick style, as identified by Zurier.
1
 

                                                           
1
 Fire Stations were chosen as the case study because there is not a great deal of information or literature 

on fire stations. Fire Stations are also common building types as they can be found in cities and towns 

across the country and as technology changes many historic fire stations are being rehabilitated for new 

uses or renovated to accommodate for the new technologies. Although there are many other specific 

building types where the use dictated the design there is existing literature on those buildings, for instance 

the National Park Service has briefs on the preservation of historic barns and historic gas stations.   
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These two styles have distinctive character defining features on both the exterior and interior of 

the building that are directly related to the history of the building and the history of firefighting. 

The character defining features will be identified using knowledge of the history of firefighting, 

fire stations and limited knowledge of the history of the specific fire station. The end result will 

provide an analysis of Preservation Brief 17 and its effectiveness when applied to historic fire 

stations.  

The study provides not only a critical look at Preservation Brief 17 but also the gap in 

literature on identifying character defining features that relate to the history of a specific building 

type. It also will provide information on the character defining features of historic fire stations, 

specifically the storefront style and the red brick style, which were popular styles in the mid to 

late nineteenth century.  

A building’s design and style is a result of its time. The design compromises the elements 

that create the physical form, plan, space, structure and architectural style of the property, all of 

which are part of the building’s character defining features. However, there are some building 

types whose character is less based on architectural style, and more on the building typology, the 

history of the use of the building, and the social environment that surrounded the building. Such 

is the case for fire stations.  

Fire stations are a specific building type with certain character defining features. 

(Appendix 14) However, the architectural style of a fire station is not always the same as the 

architectural style of other building types, such as a house. Fire stations often have elements of 

popular architectural styles, such as Greek Revival and Colonial Revival; but they also have their 

own architectural styles, such as the storefront style and red brick style. The problem that arises 

is the lack of information and guidance that is available to help ensure the preservation of 
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character defining features that relate to a specific building type, that also has a specific 

architectural style. 

Preservation Brief 17 is does not provide information on how to identify character 

defining features of buildings of a specific building type. This limitation is noted within the brief 

but, since its publication in 1988. Additional briefs have been published on how to identify 

character defining elements of buildings types whose specific use dictated that design of the 

building. However, those briefs specifically discuss character defining features of barns and gas 

stations and not how to identify character defining features to specific building types in general. 

Therefore the character defining features of historic fire stations cannot be accurately identified 

using the Preservation Brief 17 methodology.  

In addition to Preservation Brief 17, the National Park Service published Preservation 

Brief 18: Rehabilitating Interiors in Historic Buildings: Identifying and Preserving Character 

Defining Elements. Preservation Brief 18 recognizes that interior spaces are significant for many 

reasons including the use and history of the building. Since many interior spaces are significant, 

they should be retained during the rehabilitation of the property. 

Preservation Briefs 17 and 18 both discuss character defining features, but only 

Preservation Brief 18 discusses the relationships between character defining features and the 

history and use of the building. This leaves no guidance on how to identify character defining 

features of the exterior of the building in relation to the history and use of the building. The 

preservation briefs are meant to help guide architects, preservationists, historic district 

commissioners and other decision makers. The lack of guidance on the identification of character 

defining elements that relate to the history and use of the building can result in the destruction of 
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character defining features on rehabilitation projects and incremental work in a historic district. 

This is the case with many building types, including historic fire stations.  

The National Register of Historic Places “is the official list of the Nation's historic places 

worthy of preservation. Authorized by the National Historic Preservation Act of 1966, the 

National Park Service's National Register of Historic Places is part of a national program to 

coordinate and support public and private efforts to identify, evaluate, and protect America's 

historic and archeological resources.”
2
 The National Register nomination form requires a 

detailed description of the property or district. (Section 7 of the nomination form) This 

description pertains to the style and characteristics of the property or district. The nomination 

form also requires a description of the significance of the property or district. (Section 8 of the 

nomination form) Significance is based on four criteria: one, the property is associated “with 

historical events or activities”
3
; two, the property is associated “with important persons”

4
; three, 

the property is distinctive in “design or physical characteristics”
5
; and four, the property has the 

“potential to provide important information about prehistory of history.”
6
  

A fire stations’ significance typically falls under two of the four categories of 

significance; the most common one is for its distinctive architectural design.
7
 The second is how 

the design directly relates to the development of cities and town as well as the social perception 

of firefighting and firefighters and their contribution historical events. Since fire stations are 

                                                           
2
 National Park Service. National Register of Historic Places, (Washington D.C.: National Park Service, 

2014) http://www.nps.gov/Nr/ (accessed May, 2015) 
3
 National Park Service. Guidelines for Completing National Register of Historic Places Form: Part A – 

How to Complete the National Register Registration Form. (Washington, DC: National Park Service, 

1997) 1.   
4
 Ibid. 1. 

5
 Ibid. 1. 

6
 Ibid. 1. 

7
 The case studies in this thesis are all listed on the National Register and are listed as significant for their 

architectural style.  

http://www.nps.gov/Nr/
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significant for both reasons, the criteria of character defining features of these buildings should 

reflect both the development of cities and towns and the social aspect of firefighting and 

firefighters.  In this case the architectural significance that is part of section seven also informs 

the development of its significance in section eight. This means that the architectural style is 

directly related to the significance of the building.  

Due to their vital role in protecting communities fire stations are located in every city and 

town across the country. As is the case with other historic buildings whose original use has 

outgrown its previous space, many historic fire stations are being decommissioned by their 

department for newer buildings or closed due to budget problems. For historic fire stations to be 

properly preserved, rehabilitated, adaptively used or restored, in accordance with the Secretary of 

the Interior’s Standards, the character defining features of the building must be identified and 

understood. 

Certified historic rehabilitation projects that seek to use the federal tax credit must 

identify all character defining-features and, in the application, discuss what work will be done to 

those character defining features. (Appendix 2-4)  If those character defining features are not 

properly identified or noted to be altered in any way throughout the rehabilitation process, the tax 

credits may not be approved. Since many of the character defining features of historic fire 

stations relate to the history of the firefighting, the history must be understood so that the 

character defining features are preserved.  
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CHAPTER 2: LITERATURE REVIEW  
 

2.1 Literature Review of Character defining Features 

 

 The National Park Service discusses character defining features in many different ways, 

including the National Register, Tax Credit projects, and numerous preservation briefs, including 

Preservation Brief 17, which addresses how to identify character defining features. However, 

despite the fact that the National Park Service discusses character defining features it was not 

until Park Police NPS 28 was published in 1998 that it identified a clear definition of character 

defining features.  

The National Park Service (NPS) defines a character defining feature as “a prominent or 

distinctive aspect, quality, or characteristic of a historic property that contributes significantly to 

its physical character. Structures, objects, vegetation, spatial relationships, views, furnishings, 

decorative details, and materials may be such features.”
8
 This definition is located in the 

National Park Service Office of Policy: NPS-28: Cultural Resource Management Guideline as an 

internal agency policy that guides NPS staff on how to best manage cultural resources. Although 

it is not the first time character defining features are discussed, this is the only document 

published from the NPS that provides a clear definition of character defining features; published 

in 1998, ten years after Preservation Brief 17.  NPS-28’s focus is on cultural landscapes, 

specifically National Park sites and the process of cultural resource management, which includes 

research, planning, and stewardship. Although the focus is on cultural landscapes the same 

process is applied to historic structures.  

                                                           
8
 National Park Service. NPS-28: Cultural Resource Management Guideline – Appendix A: Glossary 

(Washington, D.C.: NPS, 1998), 1, 

http://www.nps.gov/history/history/online_books/nps28/28appena.htm (Accessed February, 2013) 

http://www.nps.gov/history/history/online_books/nps28/28appena.htm
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 Preservation Brief 17: Identifying the Visual Aspects of Historic Buildings as an Aid to 

Preserving their Character by Lee H. Nelson, FAIA, Chief, Preservation Assistance Division, 

National Park Service, (1988) provides a definition of character; “character refers to all those 

visual aspects and physical features that comprise the appearance of every historic building. 

Character defining [features] include the overall shape of the building, its materials, 

craftsmanship, decorative details, interior spaces and features, as well as the various aspects of 

its site and environment.”
9
 This definition was created ten years prior to the definition in 

National Park Service Office of Policy: NPS-28: Cultural Resource Management Guideline. 

 Since the identification and preservation of character defining features is a key aspect of 

preservation, as noted below in their presence in both the National Register nomination process 

as well as the Secretary of the Interior Standards for Rehabilitation, a clear definition with 

examples is necessary. 

 Both definitions provide illustrated examples of character defining features. These 

examples are helpful to property owners who wish to properly preserver their property, architects 

and preservationists who are assisting in the creation of a historic structure report, a tax credit 

rehabilitation project, National Register nomination, and the review of a project that requires 

section 106 review or historic district commission review. They are also helpful to craftspeople 

that need to understand the importance of the materials in which they are preserving. 

 These definitions, which are based on visual analysis, do not address character defining 

features that relate to the history of the building. There is no definition that is based on historical 

research analysis of a historic structure or how to identify character defining features that are 

specific to a certain building type. 

                                                           
9
 Lee H. Nelson, “Preservation Brief 17: Architectural Character-Identifying the Visual Aspects of 

Historic Buildings as an Aid to Preserving their Character”. (Washington D.C.: National Parks Service, 

1988) 1. 
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 The NPS does, however, provide information on how to identify character defining 

features of a few different building types. They do this through various preservation briefs on 

specific building types. These briefs also discuss why certain features on buildings are 

significant. For instance in Preservation Brief 11: Rehabilitating Historic Storefronts the 

significance of the storefront is defined according to their historic context. Storefronts on historic 

commercial buildings are character defining features because they played a crucial role in the 

store’s business strategy by providing direct access to the pedestrian and a visible display of the 

merchandise.  

 The NPS, in the briefs, also identifies certain building types such as gas stations, log 

cabins, and barns that have a design specific to its history and function that in order to properly 

preserve the structure, an understanding of the building type must be reached. For barns this is 

documented in Preservation Brief 20: The Preservation of Historic Barns. This brief provides 

not only the different architectural styles, but also a list of character defining features specific to 

barns. The brief touches upon the character defining features for specific styles and also lists out 

various features that contribute to the historic character. These include setting, form, materials, 

openings, interior spaces, structural framework, and decorative features. The brief states that 

understanding these factors in regards to the history of the farm. The method of understanding 

the history of the barn and its setting is one that can be applied to other structures, such as fire 

stations. The brief states that in order to properly preserve any historic barn, the history of the 

barn and the land associated with it must be understood in both an architectural and historical 

sense.
10

   

                                                           
10

 Michael J. Auer. “Preservation Brief 20: The Preservation of Historic Barns” (Washington D.C.: 

National Parks Service, 1989)5, 6. 
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The NPS Preservation Briefs 26 and 46 identify two other specific building types, log 

cabins and gas stations, whose significance and character defining features must be understood in 

a way that is not addressed in Preservation Brief 17.  The briefs for these building types, in 

particular barns and commercial buildings, also have information on how to properly rehabilitate 

these projects in order to receive federal tax credits. The pamphlets, which are supplemental 

information for qualifying for the federal tax credits, available from the NPS on rehabilitating 

barns and Main Street commercial buildings provide a list of character defining features specific 

to that building type.  

Character defining features are employed to identify the style, craftsmanship, technology, 

and use of the building and are part of the building’s significance and therefore the preservation 

of the features is necessary. Preserving these features and structures for future generations 

requires a joint effort between the property owner and the community with funding a critical 

component to these efforts.  Stewardship is another way to protect these properties and in 

particular in preservation, “seeks to limit the loss of historic materials and to maintain historic 

character; it results in the perpetuation and appreciation of cultural values.”
11

  

The purpose of preserving the character defining features is to ensure the significance of 

the building is preserved. Any project on a historic property should identify and preserve the 

character defining features.  It is because of this that the Advisory Council on Historic 

Preservation, which advises and mediates NHPA Section 106 Review, identifies an undertaking 

as "any project, activity, or program that can result in changes in the character or use of historic 

properties".
12

  The result of a Section 106 Review is not only the preservation of the building but 

its character as well.  

                                                           
11

 National Park Service. NPS-28: Cultural Resource Management Guideline – Appendix A: Glossary, 1. 
12

 Ibid. 1. 
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CHAPTER 3: HISTORICAL BACKGROUND 

3.1 History and Development of Preservation and Character Defining Features 

 The following analysis chronicles the history and development of historic preservation 

with a focus on character defining features.  

Although the federal government had taken a role in protecting historic places prior to 

1966, the National Historic Preservation Act of 1966 marked the beginning of the federal 

government’s major involvement in historic preservation on both an internal and external level. 

The National Park Service, as part of the United States Department of Interior, became the lead 

federal agency of the government’s involvement in historic preservation. The act mandated the 

development the National Register of Historic Places in section 101, which is the inventory of 

significant properties in the country
13

 and includes districts, buildings, structures, sites, and 

objects.  

3.1.1 The National Register of Historic Places 

The National Register nomination form includes the “description,” Section 7, which 

describes “the properties architectural style or stylistic influences.”
14

 It is in this section that 

character defining features are identified and described. The National Register Bulletin: How to 

Complete the National Registration Form provides an extensive list of architectural styles, and 

sub categories within that style; for instance, Colonial, with sub categories of French colonial, 

Spanish colonial, Dutch colonial, post medieval English, and Georgian.
15

 This section also 

requires a list of materials that includes earth, wood, which includes weatherboard, shingle, log, 

                                                           
13

 John M. Fowler, “The Federal Preservation Program” in A Richer Heritage: Historic Preservation in 

the Twenty-First Century. Robert E. Stipe. (Chapel Hill: The University of North Carolina Press, 2003.) 

42 
14

 National Park Service, Guidelines for Completing National Register of Historic Places Forms: Part A: 

How to Complete the National Register Registration Form, 24. 
15

 NatiIbid, 25. 
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plywood, and shake, brick, stone, which includes granite, sandstone, limestone, marble, and 

slate, metal, which includes iron, copper, bronze, tin, aluminum, steel, lead, nickel, and cast iron, 

stucco, terra cotta, asphalt, asbestos, concrete, adobe, ceramic tile, glass, cloth, and synthetics. A 

narrative description of the property and the physical characteristics is also part of section 7. This 

narrative includes a description of the setting, buildings, out buildings, surface and subsurface 

remains, and landscape features. It is in this section when the significant features are identified, 

within a full description of the exterior and interior of the building including include existing 

conditions and an account of how the property has changed over time.
16

 The features identified 

in this section are the character defining features of the property. It is this list that is referenced 

when preparing for a preservation project such as rehabilitation.    

The second major aspect of the National Register nomination form requires, among other 

information, a description of the significance of the place and how it relates to one or more of the 

four criteria of significance. The four categories are: one, “association with events, activates, or 

patterns”
17

 of the community, state, or nation; two, “association with important persons”
18

; three, 

“distinctive physical characteristics of design, construction, or form”
19

; and four, the “the 

potential to yield important information.”
20

 Significance is further defined through themes by 

identifying its importance to history, architecture, archeology, engineering, or culture of a 

community, a state, or the nation. Furthermore, the property must have its place within a 

historical context which “means information about the period, the place, and the events that 

                                                           
16

 Ibid. 24, 28.  
17

 Ibid. 3.   
18

 Ibid. 3. 
19

 Ibid. 3. 
20

 Ibid. 3.  
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created, influenced, or formed the backdrop to the historic resource[s]”
21

 The significance must 

be related to the period(s) of significance of the property, and there must be a direct association 

between the property and one of the four criteria of significance.
22

  

Additionally, the period of significance informs the identification of character defining 

features. For instance, windows are often character defining features but, replacement windows 

that were installed after the period of significance are not character defining features.  

Section 8 is the statement of significance that is informed by the research and includes 

archival research including identifying the owners of the property, the property’s construction 

date, the architect or designer of the property, and when it was significant. Other research must 

directly relate to the property’s significance. For instance, if the property is significant because it 

is associated with a significant person the research and significance must reflect the property’s 

direct relationship to that person. This section includes the statement of significance but the 

period of significance, significant dates, significant persons (if applicable), cultural affiliation, 

and the architect / builder.  

3.1.2 Federal Tax Credits for Historic Rehabilitation 

In 1976 the National Historic Preservation Act, the NPS, in partnership with the Internal 

Revenue Service and the State Historic Preservation Offices, created the Federal Historic 

Preservation Tax Incentives Program which provides a twenty percent tax credit for the 

rehabilitation of income-producing historic structures. The Historic Rehabilitation Tax Credit has 

proven to be a successful tool in promoting and incentivizing historic preservation.  

                                                           
21

 Eleanor O’Donnell, National Register Bulletin: Researching A Historic Property. (Washington D.C.: 

U.S. Department of the Interior- National Park Service, 1998) 2. 
22

 Ibid. 2.  
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For a property to qualify for the tax credit, the three part process must be followed. The 

first step, also known as Part 1, requires that the property must be listed on the National Register 

of Historic Places.
 
The property must be a certified historic structure, which means it must 

already be listed or must be eligible for listing on the National Register of Historic Places. If it is 

not already listed it must be determined eligible for listing and then nominated for listing prior to 

the rehabilitation. 
23

 Part 1 requires a statement of significance as well as an architectural 

description. (Appendix 2)   The second step requires the applicant to complete Part Two, 

Description of Rehabilitation.
24

 In this part of the application, all of the features of the building 

are to be identified; in particular the character defining features must be specifically listed and 

described in terms of existing conditions and in terms of what the proposed treatment will be and 

how it will affect the feature(s), (Appendix 3) which must in accordance with the Secretary of 

Interiors Standards for Rehabilitation.
25

(Appendix 5) The tax credits cannot be received if all of 

the character defining features are not identified to be treated in accordance with the Secretary of 

the Interior’s Standards for Rehabilitation since the character defining features relate to the 

building’s significance.  The final phase, Part 3, is proof of completion of work. The 

rehabilitation, identified item by item in Part 2, must be documented, audited and reviewed, and 

approved in order to then receive the tax credits. (Appendix 4) 

3.1.3 Preservation Briefs 

The National Park Service, starting in 1975, began publishing a series of Preservation 

Briefs. It was at this time that new technical information became available to better inform new 

initiatives such as the tax credit program which began in 1976, The Preservation Briefs were 

                                                           
23

 National Park Service. Historic Preservation Tax Incentives. (Washington D.C.: U.S. Department of the 

Interior- Technical Preservation Service, 2012) 4.  
24

 National Park Service. Historic Preservation Tax Incentives, 5. 
25

 National Park Service. Historic Preservation Tax Incentives, 7. 
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created to provide historic property owners technical assistance and guidance when preserving, 

rehabilitation or restoring their property. The Preservation Briefs are strongly recommended to 

be used during the process of applying for the federal historic rehabilitation tax credits.
26

 Many 

of the early preservation briefs were written in response to the urgent need for information on the 

most crucial issues facing preservation. They address technical issues regarding features such as 

cleaning masonry, and the proper preservation methods of historic materials such as windows, 

terra-cotta and adobe. The early briefs discuss critical issues that needed to be addressed at that 

time, for instance, brief one (Cleaning and Water-Repellent Treatments for Historic Masonry 

Buildings) and six (Dangers of Abrasive Cleaning to Historic Buildings) address how to properly 

clean historic buildings. These briefs were made to help put a stop to abrasive cleaning materials 

that were being used during that time (1970s). The briefs created during the 1980s discuss 

rehabilitation issues, such as new exterior additions, rehabilitation interiors, and the use of 

substitute materials.  

The creation of these briefs coincided with the creation of the federal tax credit. These 

briefs addressed issues that were prevalent to rehabilitation process and assisted property owners 

and professionals alike on how to best handle issues of rehabilitation.  The more recent briefs 

discuss very specific issues in preservation such as the proper use of awnings (Preservation Brief 

44) and the preservation of ceramic tiles (Preservation Brief 40). These briefs are to assist 

property owners and professionals alike on how to best handle very specific aspects of a historic 

building. The later briefs also include briefs that address broad-based topics such as historic 

structure reports and cultural landscapes. These briefs provide accessible information for 

property owners and professionals on the National Park Service’s official position and guidance 

                                                           
26

 National Park Service, “Preservation Briefs” Technical Preservation Service, (Accessed May 1, 2013) 

http://www.nps.gov/tps/how-to-preserve/briefs.htm 

http://www.nps.gov/tps/how-to-preserve/briefs.htm
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on these broad topics. The development of the briefs mirrors the priorities of the National Park 

Service at the time, starting with need to simply save the buildings from being lost due to 

destructive methods to understanding and preserving buildings in a proper way, which is 

required in order to receive the federal tax credits.  

The preservation briefs have been revised over time, to better assist its users and 

reference changes in policies and best practices. Therefore, the online versions sometimes differ 

from the original printed version. In most cases the illustrations are different, based on copyright 

issues, but in some cases, such as Preservation Brief 1, the entire brief differs. Both the printed 

and online versions of the briefs were used in this study. The version that was used is noted in 

each section. The following table identifies each brief, its alterations, and its mention of 

character defining features. 

Table 3.1: Preservation Brief – Character Defining Features 

Title: Preservation Brief Publication  

Date 

Updated 

Date 

Mention Character defining features 

1. Cleaning and Water-

Repellent Treatments 

for Historic Masonry 

Buildings 

1975 11/2000 The 2000 version mentions that paint on 

buildings can be part of the character of 

the building. The 2000 version states that 

proper cleaning of masonry can enhance 

the aesthetic character. The brief does not 

directly mention character defining 

features.  

2. Repointing Mortar 

Joints in Historic 

Masonry Buildings 

1976 1980 & 

10/1998 

The 1998 version states that altering the 

mortar joints can negatively affect the 

character of the building. The brief does 

not directly mention character defining 

features. 

3. Improving Energy 

Efficiency in Historic 

Buildings 

4/1978 12/2011 The 2011 version states that the character 

defining features must be understood and 

identified to ensure that they are preserved 

when a historic building is undergoing an 

energy efficiency project. The original 

version of 1978 discusses characteristics 

of the building that may be affected by an 

energy efficiency project. 

4. Roofing for Historic 

Buildings 

2/1978 N/A The brief discusses the roof as a 

significant part of a buildings architectural 

character.  
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5. The Preservation of 

Historic Adobe 

Buildings 

8/1878 N/A The brief does not mention character 

defining features. 

6. Dangers of Abrasive 

Cleaning to Historic 

Buildings 

6/1979 N/A The brief mentions that the material in 

which a building is built from is part of 

the building’s character 

7. The Preservation of 

Historic Glazed 

Architectural Terra-

Cotta 

6/1979  The brief discusses that the removal of 

decorative features diminishes the 

character of the building. The brief does 

not directly mention character defining 

features. 

8. Aluminum and Vinyl 

Siding on Historic 

Buildings 

1979 10/1984 The1984 brief references the Secretary of 

the Interior’s Standards for rehabilitation 

regarding repair rather than the 

replacement character defining features. 

The brief states to identify and preserve 

materials and features that are important 

in defining the character of the building. 

The brief discusses character defining 

features.  

9. The Repair of Historic 

Wooden Windows 

1981 N/A The brief discusses wooden windows as 

important to the character of the building. 

10. Exterior Paint Problems 

on Historic Woodwork 

9/1982 N/A The brief provides an example of how 

removing paint can alter the character of 

the building. 

11. Rehabilitating Historic 

Storefronts 

9/1982 N/A The brief discusses storefronts as a 

character defining feature of a building. 

12. The Preservation of 

Historic Pigmented 

Structural Glass 

2/1984 N/A The brief discusses how understanding 

structural glass leads to understanding 

how it relates to the character of the 

building. 

13. The Repair and 

Thermal Upgrading of 

Historic Steel Windows 

9/1984 N/A The brief references the Secretary of the 

Interior’s Standards for rehabilitation in 

regards to windows being significant 

character defining features. 

14. New Exterior Additions 

to Historic Buildings 

1986 8/2010 Both versions of the brief mention 

character defining features however, the 

2010 version discusses as great length the 

importance of character defining features. 

The 2010 version provides examples of 

character defining features but no 

definition.  

15. Preservation of Historic 

Concrete 

Circa 1987 2007 The 2007 brief discusses how concrete 

can be a character defining feature. 

16. The Use of Substitute 

Materials on Historic 

Building Exteriors 

9/1988 N/A The brief mentions character defining 

features are not to be replaced with 

substitute materials. It does not provide a 

definition of character defining features, 

not how to identify them. 

17. Architectural Character 9/1988 N/A No definition of character defining 
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– Identifying the Visual 

Aspects of Historic 

Buildings as an Aid to 

Preserving their 

Character 

features.  

18. Rehabilitating Interior 

in Historic Buildings- 

Identifying Character 

defining Elements 

10/1988 N/A No definition of character defining 

features 

19. The Repair and 

Replacement of 

Historic Wooden 

Shingle Roofs 

9/1989 N/A The brief discusses roof design and 

craftsmanship as a character defining 

features 

20. The Preservation of 

Historic Barns 

10/1989 N/A The brief discusses the character defining 

features of barns; however it does not 

provide a definition. It does provide the 

history of barns and how it relates to 

character defining features. 

21. Repairing Historic Flat 

Plaster – Walls and 

Ceilings 

10/1989 N/A The brief states that plaster walls and 

ceilings are character defining features of 

a building. 

22. The Preservation and 

Repair of Historic 

Stucco 

10/1990 N/A The brief states that stucco is a character 

defining feature.  

23. Preserving Historic 

Ornamental Plaster 

10/1990 N/A The brief states that decorative plaster 

work is usually a character defining 

feature. 

24. Heating, Ventilation, 

and Cooling Historic 

Buildings 

10/1991 N/A Not mentioned  

25. The Preservation of 

Historic Signs 

10/1991 N/A The brief discusses how signs are 

important to an area’s character not just a 

building’s character. 

26. The Preservation and 

Repair of Historic Log 

Buildings 

9/1991 N/A The brief discusses characteristics of log 

buildings as well as character defining 

features within a log building. No 

definition of character defining features is 

given. 

27. The Maintenance and 

Repair of Architectural 

Cast Iron 

10/1991 N/A The brief does not mention character 

defining features. 

28. Painting Historic 

Interiors 

6/1992 N/A The brief does not mention character 

defining features 

29. The Repair, 

Replacement, and 

Maintenance of Historic 

Slate Roofs 

9/1992 N/A The brief discusses how slate roofs and 

the characteristics of stale roofs are 

character defining features of a building.  

30. The Preservation and 

Repair of Historic Clay 

Tile Roofs 

9/1992 N/A The brief discusses how clay tile roofs are 

character defining features of a building. 
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31. Mothballing Historic 

Buildings 

9/1993 N/A The brief does not mention character 

defining features; however it does state 

that significant features should be 

protected in the mothball process. It does 

not provide a definition of character 

defining features.  

32. Making Historic 

Properties Accessible 

9/1993 N/A The brief discusses the importance of 

preserving the building’s character when 

making it accessible. The brief states that 

before altering the building it is important 

to review the significant of the building 

and the building’s character defining 

features. The building recommends using 

the national register nomination to 

identify the character defining features. 

The brief does not provide a definition of 

character defining features. 

33. The Preservation and 

Repair of Historic 

Stained and Leaded 

Glass 

1993* 10/2007 The brief does not mention character 

defining features. 

34. Applied Decoration for 

Historic Interiors: 

Preserving Historic 

Composition Ornament 

5/1994 N/A The brief does not mention character 

defining features.  

35. Understanding Old 

Buildings: The Process 

of Architectural 

Investigation 

9/1994 N/A The building references some features that 

may be character defining features but 

does not provide a definition of character 

defining features. 

36. Protecting Cultural 

Landscapes: Planning, 

Treatment and 

Management of 

Historic Landscapes 

9/1994 N/A The brief discusses character defining 

features but in regards to landscapes and 

not buildings. 

37. Appropriate Methods of 

Reducing Lead-Paint 

Hazards in Historic 

Housing 

1995* 10/2006 This brief discusses various character 

defining features and their importance 

despite the fact that they have lead paint.  

38. Removing Graffiti from 

Historic Masonry 

10/1995 N/A The brief does not mention character 

defining features. 

39. Holding the Line: 

Controlling Unwanted 

Moisture in Historic 

Buildings  

10/1996 N/A The brief does not mention character 

defining features. 

40. Preserving Historic 

Ceramic Tile Floors 

10/1996 N/A The brief discusses ceramic tiles as 

character defining features. 

41. The Seismic Retrofit of 

Historic Buildings 

10/1997 N/A The brief discusses the importance of 

preserving character defining features, 

however does not provide a definition. 

42. The Maintenance, 9/2001 N/A The brief does not mention character 
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Repair and 

Replacement of 

Historic Cast Stone 

defining features. 

43. The Preparation and 

Use of Historic 

Structure Reports 

4/2005 N/A The brief does discuss character defining 

features but provides no definition.  

44. The Use of Awnings on 

Historic Buildings 

4/2005 N/A The brief discusses awnings, if they are 

historic, as character defining features. 

45. Preserving Historic 

Wooden Porches 

10/2006 N/A The brief discusses porches as character 

defining features.  

46. The Preservation and 

Reuse of Historic Gas 

Stations 

9/2008 N/A The brief discusses the character defining 

features of historic gas stations. No 

definition of character defining features is 

provided. 

47. Maintaining the 

Exterior of Small and 

Medium Size Historic 

Buildings 

6/2007 N/A The brief discusses the importance of 

preserving and maintaining character 

defining features. It does not provide a 

definition of character defining features.  

The information on Table 3.1. was compiled using the National Park Service website: 

http://www.nps.gov/tps/how-to-preserve/briefs.htm 

 

Although the briefs were meant to inform the preservation, rehabilitation and restoration 

process, only a few of the early briefs discuss the term character defining features. The first brief 

to discuss character defining features is Preservation Brief 3: Improving Energy Efficiency. 

Preservation Brief 3 has been updated. The printed version was published in 1978 by Baird M. 

Smith, AIA. The online version was created by Jo Ellen Hensley and Antonio Aguilar. The 

printed version does not mention character defining features. The updated online version of 

Preservation Brief 3 was used in this analysis and it states that any energy improvements must 

take into consideration the protection of the property’s materials and features.
27

 The brief further 

states that “the key to a successful rehabilitation project is to understand and identify the existing 

energy-efficient aspects of the historic building and how they function, as well as to understand 

and identify its character defining features to ensure that they are preserved.”
28

 However, as of 

                                                           
27

 Jo Ellen Hensley and Antonio Aguilar. “Preservation Brief 3: Improving Energy Efficiency in Historic 

Buildings” Preservation Briefs, (Accessed May 1, 2013) http://www.nps.gov/tps/how-to-

preserve/briefs/3-improve-energy-efficiency.htm 
28

 Ibid. 1. 

http://www.nps.gov/tps/how-to-preserve/briefs.htm
http://www.nps.gov/tps/how-to-preserve/briefs/3-improve-energy-efficiency.htm
http://www.nps.gov/tps/how-to-preserve/briefs/3-improve-energy-efficiency.htm


20 
 

 

 

May 2013, there is no document to assist property owners in identifying character defining 

features.  

The next Preservation Brief published that addresses character defining features is 

Preservation Brief 4: Roofing Historic Buildings, which remains unchanged in the online 

version, discusses roofing for historic buildings. The brief identifies roofs as character defining 

features because they often define the style of the building or are major features for many 

architectural styles.
29

 This is the first brief that identifies a character defining feature and 

provides guidance on the proper way to preserve the roof.  

In 1984, the National Park Service published Preservation Brief 8, which remains 

unchanged in the online version, addresses aluminum and vinyl siding on historic buildings. The 

brief references the Secretary of the Interior’s Standards for Rehabilitation standard six that 

states that architectural features should be repaired rather than replaced. The brief outlines a 

process for the proper preservation and rehabilitation of a property, in this case, wood frame 

structures. The first step in that process is to “identify and preserve those materials and features 

that important in defining the building’s historic character.”
30

 The brief also states that “the 

character or ‘identity’ of a historic building is established by its form, size, scale and decorative 

features. It is also influenced by the choice of materials…”
31

 Since the purpose of the brief is to 

address the use of aluminum and vinyl as a replacement material to wood, the focus in regard to 

character defining features refers to wood siding as a character defining feature. Although the 

brief does call for the identification of character-features, the process for identifying those 

features is not outlined.  

                                                           
29

 Sarah M. Sweetser. “Preservation Brief 4: Roofing for Historic Buildings” (Washington D.C.: National 

Park Service, 1978)1. 
30

 John H. Myers, revised by Gary L. Hume. “Preservation Brief 8: Aluminum and Vinyl Siding on 

Historic Buildings” (Washington D.C.: National Park Service, 1984) 1.  
31

 Ibid. 3.  
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Preservation Brief 9: The Repair of Historic Wooden Windows, which remains 

unchanged in the online version, also discusses one specific character defining feature: historic 

wooden windows. The brief identifies windows as “an important aspect of the architectural 

character of … buildings.”
32

 The brief further explains that a window’s “design, craftsmanship, 

or other qualities may make them worthy of preservation.”
33

 Again, one type of character 

defining feature is identified, but there is no outline on how identify other character defining 

features is available.  

Preservation Brief 11: Rehabilitation Historic Storefronts, which remains unchanged in 

the online version, discusses the importance of rehabilitating storefronts.  Storefronts are one of 

“the most important architectural features of many historic commercial building”
34

 The brief 

identifies character defining features of the storefront. These features include: entrances, display 

and transom windows, supporting columns, and decorative features. These character defining 

features are significant to the building’s use.  

Preservation Brief 12: The Preservation of Historic Pigmented Structural Glass, which 

remains unchanged in the online version, helps preservationists understand the history and 

different aspects of pigmented structural glass. The brief explains that pigmented structural glass, 

Vitrolite and Carrara glass are character defining features of buildings, specifically the Art 

Moderne architectural style.
35

  

Preservation Brief 13: The Repair and Thermal Upgrading of Historic Steel Windows, 

which remains unchanged in the online version, addresses the importance of steel windows. The 

                                                           
32

 John H. Myers. “Preservation Brief 9: The Repair of Historic Wooden Windows” (Washington D.C.: 

National Park Service, 1981) 1.  
33

 Ibid. 1.  
34

 H. Ward Jandl. “Preservation Brief 11: Rehabilitating Historic Structures” (Washington D.C.: National 

Park Service, 1982) 1. 
35

 National Park Service Rocky Mountain Regional Office. “Preservation Brief 12: The Preservation of 

Historic Pigmented Structural Glass” (Washington D.C.: National Park Service, 1984) 1. 
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brief references the Secretary of the Interior’s Standards for rehabilitation which “require that 

where historic windows are individually significant features, or where they contribute to the 

character of the significant facades, their distinguishing visual qualities must not be destroyed.”
36

 

The brief identifies historic steel windows as character defining features. The focus of the brief is 

steel windows that are part of a rehabilitation project. The brief states that “if the windows are 

important in establishing the historic character of the building, insensitively designed 

replacement windows may diminish-or destroy-the buildings historic character.”
37

 Therefore to 

determine the steel window’s specific significance the history of the building is required. This 

brief puts emphasis on understanding the history of the building is necessary in order to properly 

preserve it.  

The next brief that was published was Preservation Brief 14: New Exterior Additions to 

Historic Buildings: Preservation Concerns in 1985. The printed version of this brief is different 

than the online version, which was updated in 2010. The online version explains character 

defining features more than the printed version. The printed version is assessed here.  The brief 

outlines three different facets that must be addressed before creating an addition. The three 

different aspects are: 1, “preserving significant historic materials and features”, 2, “preserving 

the historic character”, and 3, “protecting the historical significance- making a visual distinction 

between old and new”. 
38

 The brief does not provide a definition of character defining features, 

but does give examples. The brief also provides a methodology to identifying character defining 

features, the first methodology published in a brief on how to identify character defining 

features. The methodology includes knowing the past uses and functions of the building as well 

                                                           
36

 Sharon C. Park, AIA. “Preservation Brief 13: The Repair and Thermal Upgrading of Historic Steel 

Windows” (Washington D.C.: National Park Service, 1984) 1. 
37
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as using written and pictorial documentation to understand the history of the building. Only once 

these steps have been taken to identify the character defining features and historic character of 

the building, can it be understood.
39

   

 Preservation Brief 14 was the last preservation brief to be published that discusses 

character defining features before the publication of Preservation Brief 17.  

In 1988, Lee H. Nelson, FAIA, Chief, Preservation Assistance Division, National Park Service, 

and the National Park Service, authored Preservation Brief 17 Architectural Character: 

Identifying the Visual Aspects of Historic Buildings as an Aid to Preserving Their Character.
40

 

This brief is one of the only publications on character defining features. As stated, “The purpose 

of this brief is to help the owner or the architect identify those features or elements that give the 

building its visual character and that should be taken into account in order to preserve them to 

the maximum extent possible.”
41

  

 Preservation Brief 17 does not give an official definition of character defining features; 

however, it does provide a definition of character. Character is defined as “all those visual 

aspects and physical features that comprise the appearance of every historic building.”
42

  The 

brief further provides examples of character defining features. These elements “include the 

overall shape of the building, its materials, craftsmanship, decorative details, interior spaces and 

features, as well as various aspects of its site and environment.”
43

 If these two aspects are 

combined to create a definition of character defining features, the definition reads as: the visual 

aspects and physical features that comprise the appearance of a historic building including 

overall shape of the building, its materials, craftsmanship, decorative details, interior spaces, and 
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features as well as the various aspects of its sites and environment. Since there is no official 

definition of character defining features, the definition just stated will serve as the definition.  

 The identification of character defining features is the major aspect of preservation 

projects such as National Register nomination forms, state survey forms, and rehabilitation 

projects (tax credit forms). The Secretary of Interior’s “Standards for Historic Preservation 

Projects” “embody two important goals: 1) the preservation of historic materials and, 2) the 

preservation of a building’s distinguishing character.”
44

 The brief was developed to assist not 

only the property owners and architects but also the preservationists and stakeholders in 

identifying character defining features, since preserving these character defining features is so 

vital to preservation projects. The brief is helpful for what it was designed to do: help identify 

character defining features. It also provides a check list for users to help identify and understand 

the character defining features.   

 There are three steps outlined in the Preservation Brief 17 to help identify the character 

defining features. The first step is to identify the overall visual aspects: this is accomplished by 

looking at the building and “distinguishing physical aspects without focusing on its details.”
45

 

The aspects that are part of this step are the setting of the building, and 

“the shape of the building; its roof and roof features, such as chimneys or 

cupolas; the various projections on the building, such as porches or bay 

windows; the recesses or voids in the building such as open galleries, arcades, or 

recessed balconies; the openings for windows and doorways; and finally the 

various exterior materials that contribute to the building’s character.”
46

 

 

This step includes numerous aspects on the check list which provides questions about each 

aspect to help the observer better identify and understand the character defining features. For 

instance in regard to shape: “what is there about the form or shape of the building that gives the 
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building its identity?”
47

 Then with roof and roof features: “Does the fact that the roof is highly 

visible (or not visible at all) contribute to the architectural identity of the building?”
48

 The 

checklist/questionnaire also provides a space for notes on each feature. This step addresses most 

of the exterior character defining features. 

 The second step is to identify the visual character at close range. This “involves looking 

at the building at close range or arm’s length, where it is possible to see all the surface qualities 

of the materials, such as their color and texture, or surface evidence of craftsmanship or age.”
49

 

In many cases, “the surface qualities of the materials may be important because they impart the 

very sense of craftsmanship and age that distinguishes historic buildings from other buildings.”
50

    

It is important to identify these features because they can be easily damaged. The checklist/ 

questionnaire provides an area for notes about the materials observed at close range and craft 

details. To help identify these features the checklist/ questionnaire also provides questions. Such 

as with the materials at close range: “are there one or more materials that have an inherent 

texture that contributes to the close range character such as stucco, exposed aggregate concrete, 

or brick textured with vertical grooves?”
51

 Along with craft details: “is there high quality 

brickwork with narrow mortar joints?”
52

 When step two is complete, the entire exterior character 

defining elements are to be documented. 

 The third and final step is to identify the visual character of the interior spaces, features 

and finishes. The process of identifying the features in the interior of the building requires going 

space by space, and understanding the features of each room. The brief states that the character 
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defining features include individual spaces, related spaces and sequences of spaces, interior 

features, surface finishes and materials and exposed structure. To help identify the character 

defining features, the checklist/questionnaire provides a space for notes on character defining 

features within the building along with questions for individual spaces for example, “are there 

individual rooms or spaces that are important to this building because of their size, height, 

proportion, configuration, or function, like the center hallway in a house or the bank lobby, or the 

school auditorium, of the ballroom in a hotel, or a courtroom in a county courthouse?”
53

 After 

this step is completed, the visual characteristics of the building are to be documented.  

 The concept behind this brief is that when these three steps are followed an understanding 

of the visual character defining features of the building will be gained. Nelson indicates the 

limitations of the brief. He clearly states that this is a brief that helps to identify the visual 

characteristics of the building and not the historical significance of the building. He notes that a 

building’s significance and character defining features can and do relate but cannot be identified 

using this method. This means that features that relate directly to the significance or the integrity 

of the building can be overlooked when using this method. However, a method is not provided in 

any preservation brief to identify the significance of the building and its relationship with the 

features. Without such information character defining features can be overlooked. Significance, 

as defined above, is shown through the property’s character defining features. Integrity “is the 

authenticity of a property’s historic identity, evidenced by the survival of physical characteristics 

that existed during the property’s prehistoric or historic period. Historic integrity is the 

composite of seven qualities: location, design, setting, materials, workmanship, feeling, and 
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association.”
54

 No Preservation Brief has been published to help identify character defining 

features in relation to the history of the building. This lack of information leaves many 

preservation projects open to the improper use and care of historic features  

In 1988, the same year as the Historic Preservation Education Foundation’s Interiors 

conference, H. Ward Jandl, with the National Park Service, authored Preservation Brief 18 

Rehabilitating Interiors in Historic Buildings: Identifying and Preserving Character defining 

Elements. The purpose of the brief is to, “assist building owners and architects in identifying and 

evaluating those elements of a building’s interior that contribute to its historic character and in 

planning for the preservation of those elements in the process of rehabilitation.”
55

 Since all 

rehabilitation projects “involve some degree of interior alteration,” this guidance is needed.
56

 

According to Jandl, the brief can be applied, “to all building types and styles, from 

eighteenth-century churches to twentieth-century office buildings.”
57

 The brief identifies various 

types of elements and spaces, both primary and secondary, which can be applied to any building 

type.  The brief does not “provide specific advice on preservation techniques and treatments.”
58

  

In the brief the first step before any rehabilitation project is undertaken is to “identify 

tangible architectural components that, prior to the rehabilitation, convey the building’s sense of 

time and place-that is, its ‘historic character’.”
59

 Those elements that are identified as 

components that relate to the buildings historic character, should be preserved or require minimal 

alteration within the rehabilitation. However, before this process begins, it is necessary to 
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research the building’s history. Understanding the building’s history and how it became 

significant, will inform which elements relate to the building’s significance. By knowing which 

elements are significant, a proper rehabilitation treatment can be established.
60

  

The second step is to identify and assess interior elements. When it comes to identifying 

character within the building, it is not always just one space that is significant, but rather a 

sequence of spaces.
61

 Spaces can be significant based on their size or architectural elements. 

However, there are some cases were a space is significant because it is “associated with 

important person and events that occurred within the building.”
62

 

Each building is made up of primary and secondary spaces, as well as sequences of 

spaces. Primary spaces are “often… places in the building that the public uses and sees; 

sometimes they are the most architectural detailed spaces in the building.”
63

 Primary spaces 

include lobbies, assembly rooms, foyers, corridors, and parlors. They can be either related to the 

building’s architecture or by its use.
64

 Secondary spaces are often “more utilitarian in appearance 

and size than primary spaces.”
65

 Secondary spaces include kitchens, storerooms, and service 

corridors. These spaces are usually less important and therefore can change without affecting the 

character of the building.
66

   

Sequences of spaces are spaces that are interrelated, whether it is through a visual 

connection, a design aspect, or a functional aspect. Sequences of spaces that are often significant 

include the “vestibule-hall-parlor or foyer-lobby-stair-auditorium.”
67

 These sequences can be 

                                                           
60

 Ibid. 1.  
61

 Ibid. 2. 
62

 Ibid. 2.  
63

 Ibid. 2. 
64

 Ibid. 2.  
65

 Ibid. 2. 
66

 Ibid. 2. 
67

 Ibid. 2. 



29 
 

 

 

significant because of their type or character. These sequences should be retained in any 

rehabilitation project.
68

  

The floor plan of the building may also be a character defining feature of the building. 

For example, many specific types of buildings, such as Greek Revival houses, have a specific 

floor plan that relates to the style or design of the building.
69

 Floor plans that are significant to 

the style of building should be preserved. This preservation brief provides guidance to 

understanding significant space in any type of building and therefore following this method is 

useful when planning any preservation project. However, understanding the floor plan of the 

building requires understanding the history of the building or building type.  

Aside from spaces, there are architectural features, and finishes that are significant to the 

building’s character. Features include mantels, marble or wood wainscoting, crown molding, 

window and door trim, and elevator cabs. Finishes may be either hand or machine crafted. They 

may include grained woodwork or marble columns. Features and finishes that relate to the 

building’s architectural style should also be retained.
70

   

According to Preservation Brief 18 other aspects of the building that may hold 

significance are the visible features that relate to the buildings utilities, such as radiators for 

heating, or light fixtures. During a renovation/preservation, these features may need to be 

modernized, but they can still hold significance to the building.  

Identifying all of these features is part of the assessment of the building, but not 

inclusive. The assessment should also note any alterations to the building including any and all 

deterioration. When doing this part of the assessment, it is beneficial to be familiar with the 

building’s original plan. The original plan will show what has been added or removed. 
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Understanding what has been added or removed over the years, especially features that are 

significant to the building, will assist in determining the rehabilitation plan.  

Another step in the process of assessing the building, according to Preservation Brief 18, 

is to photograph existing conditions, and draw up plans of the existing condition. This step is 

necessary because it is required in many preservation projects, such as tax credit applications, as 

well as preservation documents such as a historic structure report. Once an understanding of the 

building as it exists is reached, a rehabilitation plan can be made. The rehabilitation should not 

destroy the character defining features of the building; this can be done if the Secretary of the 

Interior’s Standards for Rehabilitations and Guidelines for Rehabilitating Historic Buildings is 

followed.  

Preservation Brief 18 includes Recommended Approaches for Rehabilitation of Historic 

Interiors. (Appendix 24) 

 

When establishing a rehabilitation plan, it is necessary to understand life safety and fire 

codes as they have to be met for the building to be used. In some cases, code compliance will 

mean the destruction of a character defining space or feature. However, all efforts should be 

made to keep that space or feature intact.  

When the rehabilitation of the building is being undertaken, it is vital to clearly mark and 

label the character defining features to ensure that the feature is not destroyed in the process with 

the use of photographs and plans. It is also important to supervise interior demolition work to 

ensure the protection of the building. To further guarantee the protection of those features, they 

should be properly protected during work in the space so that they are not destroyed by work. 

Preservation Tech Note: Temporary Protection Number 2 provides guidance on how to protect 
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features during repair or construction. The tech note addresses how to protect against, fire, heat, 

cutting and welding, as well as further information on the best protective encasements for 

features.  

Preservation Brief 18 also stresses the importance of all rehabilitation projects being 

undertaken by a professional. All work should be done by experts who are familiar with 

preservation techniques. For further information on proper rehabilitation techniques, the brief 

provides a suggested reading list.  

This brief recognizes the importance of understanding the building’s history in order to 

understand the building’s character defining features. Many spaces are significant for the 

architectural elements as well as their use; therefore it is necessary to understand the significance 

of the building.  

The brief clearly outlines the process that must be undertaken before any rehabilitation 

work. As the brief’s primary focus is rehabilitation, it references the Secretary of Interior’s 

Standards for Rehabilitation. This publication references the standards as it explains what is 

significant within the building. Therefore, when the rehabilitation starts the standards are applied 

to all of the character defining features.  

Although Preservation Brief 18 does not define character defining features, it gives 

definitions and examples of certain character defining features within the interior of a building, 

such as primary spaces, secondary spaces, sequences of spaces, finishes, and features. The 

definitions and examples help give the person reading the brief a better understanding of what is 

considered a character defining feature.  

 A year after Preservation Briefs 17 and 18 were published; the National Park Service 

published Preservation Brief 20: The Preservation of Historic Barns, which remains unchanged 
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in the online version. It discusses character defining features in a specific way; the character 

defining features of historic barns. The brief identifies all of the different architectural types of 

barns in order for the user to understand what type of barn they are working with. The brief also 

provides a methodology on how to identify the character defining features of a historic barn. The 

first step in the process is to understand the history of the barn. The brief then further outlines 

specific aspects to examine when studying the barn. These aspects, setting, form, roof, materials, 

openings, interior spaces, structural framework and decorative features, mirror the different 

aspects outlined in Preservation Brief 17.
71

  

 Preservation Brief 24: Heating, Ventilating, and Cooling Historic Buildings: Problems 

and Recommended Approaches, which remains unchanged in the online version, defines the 

importance of preserving character defining features. The brief explains that when a new heating, 

ventilation or cooling system is put into a historic structure, it must be done in a way that does 

not negatively affect the historic spaces, features, and finishes.
72

  

 Preservation Brief 25: The Preservation of Historic Signs, which remains unchanged in 

the online version, was published in 1991. The brief states that “historic signs can contribute to 

the character of buildings and districts.”
73

The brief does not say that all signs are character 

defining features, but there are many cases in which they are, which are outlined in the brief. In 

cases when they are character defining features, the sign must be retained. 

 Preservation Brief 26, which remains unchanged in the online version, is similar to 

Preservation Brief 20, as it is dedicated to a specific building type; in this case historic log 

buildings. The purpose of the brief “is to present a concise history and description of the 
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diversity of American log buildings and provide basic guidance regarding their preservation and 

maintenance.”
74

  The brief outlines the history of historic log buildings as well as the different 

construction techniques. Part of the process of preserving historic log buildings is to investigate 

and understand the history and design of the building.
75

 The elements of the log building are not 

outlined the same way as Preservation Brief 17 because the features are unique to the building 

type. 

 Preservation Brief 29: The Repair and Replacement of Historic Slate Roofs and 

Preservation Brief 30: The Preservation and Repair of Historic Clay Tile Roofs, both of which 

remain unchanged in the online version, mention their respective materials as character defining 

features. Slate and clay tile roofs are character defining features because they are prominent 

materials that directly relate to the craftsmanship and design of the building. 

 Preservation Brief 30: Mothballing Historic Building was published in 1993, which 

remains unchanged in the online version, addresses character defining features. The process of 

mothballing a historic building requires thorough documentation of the building, including the 

history, and character defining features.
76

 Proper mothballing results in the protection of the 

building, specifically character defining features.  

 Preservation Brief 32: Making Historic Properties Accessible, which remains unchanged 

in the online version, addresses character defining features. The brief lays out a three step 

approach to assist in the identification and implementation of accessibility modifications. The 

first step is to “review the historical significance of the property and identify character defining 

                                                           
74

 Bruce D. Bomberger. “Preservation Brief 26: The Preservation and Repair of Historic Log Buildings” 

(Washington D.C.: National Parks Service, 1991.) 1. 
75

 Ibid. 8. 
76

 Sharon C. Park. “Preservation Brief 31: Mothballing Historic Buildings” (Washington D.C.: National 

Park Service, 1993) 2.  



34 
 

 

 

features.”
77

 This brief identifies that there is a correlation between the history of the building and 

its features. Since most accessibility projects require adding new features such as ramps and 

altering other features such as entry ways it is necessary to have the character defining features 

identified. According to the brief, historic character and character defining features include form, 

style, construction materials, principle elevations, spaces, spatial relationships and architectural 

features.
78

  

 Preservation Brief 35, which remains unchanged in the online version, addresses the 

process of architectural investigation. The brief explains that “within the framework of The 

Secretary of the Interior's Standards for the Treatment of Historic Properties, investigation is 

crucial for ‘identifying, retaining, and preserving the form and detailing of those architectural 

materials and features that are important in defining the historic character’ of a property…”
79

 

The brief also states that historical research is just as important as structural research and 

historical research informs architectural investigation.
80

  

 Preservation Brief 43: The Preparation and Use of Historic Structure Reports, as it 

appears online, only briefly references character defining features.  The brief outlines the process 

of creating a historic structure report and states that the survey and inspection process “should 

address the building’s exterior and interior materials, features and finishes.”
81

 The brief does not 

provide a process on how to identify character defining features.  
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 Preservation Brief 45: Preserving Historic Wood Porches, which remains unchanged in 

the online version, identifies porches as character defining features. The brief states that “in 

preserving historic buildings, it is important to understand the history and evolution of a 

particular structure and what features contribute to its historic character.”
82

 Since porches are 

identified as character defining features, there preservation is necessary. The brief further 

provides a list of character defining features of the porch itself. 

 Preservation Brief 46, like Preservation Briefs 20 and 26, deals with the preservation of a 

specific building type.  Preservation Brief 46: The Preservation and Reuse of Historic Gas 

Stations, as it appears in the online version, explains the history of gas stations, their character 

defining features, and possible reuse options. According to the brief, the design of gas stations 

directly relates to car culture, pop culture, corporate standardization, and customer service.
83

 The 

brief discusses character defining features, and provides a list of different elements. Part of the 

list is similar to Preservation Brief 17 but includes different elements that directly relate to gas 

stations.  

 These briefs all discuss the preservation of character defining features. The development 

of these briefs show the importance of character defining features, and identify, in later briefs, 

the connection between historical significance and character defining features.  
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3.2 History of Firefighting
84

 

The first collective effort to actively fight fires began with the ancient Egyptians, who 

invented hand operated pumps to fight fire.
85

 Even though the ancient Egyptians invented the 

first firefighting tools, the first documented fire fighters were employed slaves who used hand-

operated pumps to fight fires in the early days of the Roman Republic.
86

  

 As Firefighting evolved over the past few centuries so did fire stations. When firefighting 

was a community effort, there were no fire stations, only hooks and ladders strategically placed 

around town. As volunteer companies began to form and technology changed, sheds were used 

as storage places. Volunteer companies soon needed a place to store the equipment and a place to 

meet and showcase their pride and social standing. This resulted in ostentatious buildings. As 

popularity of volunteer fire departments began to fall and fire departments became part of the 

municipal structure of the community as opposed to a private entity, the fire stations began to be 

simpler buildings that were similar in design to the surrounding streetscape. As civic pride began 

to grow, around the turn of the twentieth century, the design of the fire stations changed to 

symbols of the community. During the mid to late twentieth century, fire stations began to take 

on a more utilitarian style with very little architectural detail.    

 The history of firefighting in America includes a combination of technological advances 

and social history. Since it is people that influence the profession, the social context behind those 

people must be understood to understand the history of firefighting.  This is especially the case 

when it comes to the understanding the architectural history of fire stations and their relationship 

with the era in which they were built.  

                                                           
84

 Much of the information in this section comes from a very limited number of sources. That is because 

there are very few publications on the history of firefighting and many of the books reference Zurier’s 

publication.  
85

 J.A. Rhodes. The Fire Service. (United States: booklocker.com Inc., 2006) 23. 
86

 Ibid. 9.  



37 
 

 

 

3.2.1 Firefighting in America: The Early Years 

 

The history of firefighting in America began with laws and regulations created by local 

governments which controlled building materials as a preemptive strike against large fires. For 

instance in the city of Boston, Massachusetts, wood chimneys and thatched roofs were outlawed 

in 1631.
87

 The city of New Amsterdam, now New York City, took further steps in preventing 

major fires. In 1648 Governor Peter Stuyvesant named four men to be fire wardens for the city. 

The fire wardens were to inspect all of the chimneys in the city, and fine the owners of any 

building whose chimney was not up to code.
88

 Soon after that, New Amsterdam appointed eight 

volunteer citizens to be part of a watch group known as the “rattle watch”. These citizens 

patrolled the city at night with rattles to awake the city if a fire was spotted so that the residents 

could assist in fighting the fire via the bucket brigade.
89

 Boston took additional steps to fight 

fires by requiring each household to have at the ready “a ladder of ridgepole length as well as a 

long swab… for chimney fires.”
90

 It was also in 1654 that Boston purchased “six ‘good and long 

ladders’ to be hung on the outside of the meeting house… also at the meeting house were four 

‘good, strong iron crooks’ with chains, ropes, and poles attached, which were to be used to pull 

down buildings adjacent to a fire.”
91

 The city also established night patrols for the city to watch 

for any fires.
92

 

 It was not until 1678 that the city of Boston established its first engine company. The city 

purchased its first engine, which was a tub, and then hired twelve men and a captain to manage 
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the engine, becoming the first paid fire engine company in the country.
93

 By 1715, the city of 

Boston had six hand-operated pumpers. The idea of citizens volunteering to help fight fires was 

also gaining speed. Boston’s citizens began banding together to create mutual-aid organizations 

to assist the firefighters.
94

 

 In 1736 Benjamin Franklin, who grew up in Boston and witnessed many of the great 

fires, organized the first volunteer fire company, the Union Fire Company, in Philadelphia, 

Pennsylvania.
95

 The creation of the Union Fire Company begins the history of organized 

volunteer firefighting. 

 During the beginning of firefighting in America, the way of fighting fires was with 

buckets via a bucket brigade; only the large cities were able to afford hand pumps. Since the 

materials to fight fires were so limited, fire stations were often sheds. These sheds were, as 

described as simply “wooden shacks that housed the town’s hooks, ladders, and fire engines. Put 

up alongside meetinghouses, markets, and other public buildings and marked only by their 

oversized doors.”
96

 The only known surviving “shed fire station” was built in 1798 in Mount 

Holly, New Jersey.
97

  

3.2.2 Firefighting in America: The Volunteer Years 

 As the country grew after the American Revolution, so did the number of volunteer fire 

companies. With cities and towns growing across the country, many new volunteer fire 

departments were created as privately organized companies; in fact in some cases the cities, such 

as St. Louis, dissolved its municipally run fire companies and allowed private organizations to 
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take over the city’s fire protection.
98

 By the 1820’s firefighters were becoming heroic icons and 

volunteer fire companies became a social club. Therefore, their fire stations were elaborate, made 

in the latest style, and functioned as both a place to store equipment and hold events or meetings.  

 The heroic, romanticized images of firefighters were made into reality during the 1830’s 

and 1840’s with uniforms made for balls, parades, and competitions.
99

 The volunteer firefighters 

played the part and matched the image that was bestowed upon them. The public image of them 

as a heroes went along with the honor of being a firefighter and fire companies became a “club 

that was part athletic team, part secret society, and part fraternity”
100

 and the backdrop of that 

club was the company’s fire station.  

 The volunteer fire station became an architectural statement, symbolizing everything the 

company and “institution” of firefighting had become.
101

 During the 1830’s, fire companies 

developed from an informal group of people into a legitimate organization that needed a 

designated space to store their equipment and conduct business, thus creating the fire station.
102

 

These fire stations were designed to accommodate the two aspects of firefighting. The first being 

a space to house the new equipment such as hoses and hand pumps, a device that held water and 

could be pumped into the hose. The hand pumps, hose, hooks and ladders needed to be stored in 

a larger area than a shed. Therefore new fire stations included an apparatus room to keep the 

equipment.  The second aspect, a space to conduct business, resulted in a second floor meeting 

room. The volunteer companies were becoming larger and more social, as in the company would 

hold meetings, events, and meet more often, they were also becoming more private in the sense 

that there were members, and the company was more of a fraternity.  Therefore meeting in a 
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private place was a better option than at a local tavern. The second story of the fire station 

provided a designated space for the social aspect of the fire company.
103

 

 According to Zurier, the first major architectural design to be used in fire stations was the 

Greek Revival style. Since fire stations were a place of not just storage but show many fire 

stations were built in the latest architectural style, the Greek Revival style.  (Appendix 1, 

Photograph 1) The Greek Revival style fire stations were often two stories with a meeting room 

upstairs, and the bottom floor or basement used for storage.
104

 That plan would remain as the 

most common layout for fire stations for the next century.  

 Over the next few decades (1830-1860), the “institution” of volunteer firefighting grew 

as cities and towns grew in both size and population, and with this growth, the architecture of the 

volunteer’s fire stations became more ornate and they were designed in the latest style, 

particularly the Italianate style. (Appendix 1, Photograph 2) The design of the buildings directly 

correlated with the social status of the fire company. For example, in Nevada City, two fire 

stations, owned by different companies, were built in close proximity to one another and within a 

few months of each other. Over the years elements, such as flag poles and bell towers were 

added to both stations; however, the station that was built second, Eureka Company became “the 

fire station” after adding an elaborate roof design.
105

  Volunteer firefighters would often entertain 

other companies and compete in competitions, so the fire station became a place to entertain, and 

proudly display their winnings.
106

  Many fire stations had display cases, to hold their trophies, 

banners and portraits to idolize the members as well as lavish parlors on the second story, that 
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were similar to an European club.
107

 The fire stations would also follow the latest architectural 

styles that were sweeping the country during the mid-nineteenth century, especially the Italianate 

style.  

 The volunteer fire station was often a highly decorated building filled with elaborate 

architectural detail, signs, and the insignia of the company.
108

  The design of the building was 

extremely important to the volunteer company, as the fire station was the emblem of the 

company. Volunteer fire companies were very competitive, so much so, that fights would break 

out at fires over the competition of who arrived first and therefore should be the first to put water 

on the fire; it was important that their fire station design outdid their rival company.
109

 One of the 

most important architectural elements of the fire station was the tower. Towers, initially, had a 

practical reason as they were used to dry the hoses; however, over the years the towers became 

the most highly decorated part of the station, since towers could be seen from far away and were 

one of the most predominate features of the station, the tower represented the power and social 

standing of the company.
 110

 During the 1840s and 1850s when the Italianate style was popular, 

towers were also key architectural elements purely because towers were common features on 

Italianate buildings; and since fire stations would have been designed in the latest style Italianate 

fire station would have a tower. 

3.2.3 Firefighting in America: The Early Municipal Years 

 The power and popularity of the volunteer fire departments waned after the time of the 

Civil War. During this time people were looking for their government to provide stability and 

more reliable services. The public’s enthusiasm towards the volunteer fire companies declined as 
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they then became frustrated by the fire fighter’s ineffectiveness to effectively handle 

emergencies and put out fires. Volunteer companies were reluctant to use new and proven 

effective technology.
111

 The public also became frustrated with the social aspect of the volunteer 

fire company in regards to rivalry, as in some cases, company rivalry took precedent over 

fighting fires.
112

 These aspects led to not only a change in the way fire companies and 

departments were run, but also the design of the fire station.
113

  

 By the mid-1850s, more effective technology was being made.
114

 The main invention was 

the steam engine, which used steam power rather than human power to pump water into the hose 

and onto the fire.
115

 The steam engines were also pulled by horse, rather than by the firefighters. 

Many volunteer fire companies refused to use the new means of firefighting. This is because 

“firemen considered the very idea of employing mechanical assistance an insult to their 

manhood.”
116

 The combination of ineffective tools, and the abundance of competition between 

companies led to the end of the volunteer era, and it all began in Cincinnati.  

 In 1851, a wood-planing mill in Cincinnati burned to the ground.
117

 The mill was lost 

because of ineffective equipment, such as the hand tub, which relied on human power, rather 

than steam to create a flow of water, and the over-abundance of volunteer fire companies, whose 

rivalry got in the way of putting out the fire; in fact, an all-night melee broke out and resulted in 

six deaths.
118

 Days later, city councilmen and the press started a campaign against the volunteer 
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fire company system.
119

 Over the next two years, Cincinnati began looking into new technology 

and purchased a steam engine, which proved to be more effective than a hand pumper. Since the 

volunteer fire company refused to accept steam engines, the City of Cincinnati created the first 

paid fire department in the country on April 1, 1853.
120

   

 Cincinnati’s decision to create a paid department quickly was adopted by towns and cities 

and across the country cities began to purchase steam engines, and create paid fire departments. 

The change in technology and organization of department, at first, had little influence on the 

architectural style of the fire station, or the typical design of an apparatus room on the first floor, 

and a meeting or private space on the second. In fact, some towns and cities purchased the 

volunteers’ fire station.  

The early municipality’s fire station directly reflected the organization of the department, 

public opinion, and the technology used. Since the fire department was part of the city, and 

therefore funded by tax money as opposed to private support, “…the new fire stations were often 

less luxurious and less ornate than houses built by the volunteer companies.”
121

 Also to appease 

the public, and their distaste toward volunteer fire companies, the design of the fire station was a 

complete departure from the volunteer fire station. Now, fire stations were designed with a more 

commercial style and less architectural elements that symbolized firefighting and the company. 

The tower was also no longer the focal point of the building, and in some cases, was eliminated 

as seen in the Congress Street Fire Station in Boston, Massachusetts. Also in many instances, the 

fire stations in the same city appeared very similar because they were often designed the same 

architect.
122
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 By the 1860s - 1880s, the typical design used for municipal fire stations was the 

storefront style.
123

 To not bring too much attention to the building, fire stations were often built 

in a similar style to the buildings around it, so in cities they often looked like a commercial 

building with a storefront. (Appendix 1, Photograph 3) The plan was similar to the volunteer’s 

fire station with the apparatus room on the first floor, and meeting rooms and living quarters on 

the upper floors.
124

  

3.2.4 Firefighting in America: Late Nineteenth Century Municipality Years 

 A few decades after fire departments became under the jurisdiction of the municipality, 

1880’s – 1900’s, public opinion towards firefighters began to change, as did the style of the fire 

station. During the 1850’s and 1860’s, the public’s opinion of the volunteer firefighter was not a 

positive one; however as a new generation and a new America, began to take shape, the opinion 

of the firefighter changed and firefighters once again became respected, accepted, and popular. 

As a result, the fire station began to celebrate the fire department by becoming larger, and more 

prominent within the streetscape. In the latter half of the nineteenth century, cities began to 

centralize fire companies and build larger fire stations to accommodate a larger group of people. 

During this time, the traditional “red brick fire station”
125

 became the most popular style of fire 

stations.
126

 These fire stations were large to accommodate many fire companies, and the new 

way of transportation, the horse. Most fire stations, such as the Taylor Square Fire Station in 
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Cambridge, Massachusetts, now had multiple offices for officers as well as an area in the rear of 

the apparatus room for horse stables.  

 When municipalities took over control of the existing fire departments and stations, 

horses were used to transport the steam engines, but the horses were not housed in the fire 

station.
127

 Horses were often kept in stables outside, near the station. However, when the large 

red brick fire stations were built, they were built with a hayloft and stables in the back in order to 

have the horses ready at the moment a call came in. The fire station, since it now housed multiple 

companies and also housed multiple apparatus such as a hook-and-ladder truck and a steam 

engine, needed to expand. This meant that the design of the building had to be larger than the 

storefront style because the apparatus room needed to be larger in order to accommodate 

multiple apparatus. The upper floors often had meeting rooms, just like they always had, and 

living quarters. In some cases, the fire station also housed other municipal departments.
 128

 Fire 

Stations became the focal point of the city and represented the city. (Appendix 1, Photograph 4) 

 Firefighting had become very professional, a change from the volunteer days. It was also 

during this time that new technologies were incorporated into the fire station, including 

electricity and alarm systems, which resulted in new spaces in the fire station, specifically alarm 

rooms, also known as watch rooms. To respond to a call as quickly as possible sliding poles were 

invented in 1878 and later became part of the design of the fire station. These allowed for easy 

access from floor to floor. It is also for this reason that horses were housed in the fire station and 

mechanisms were invented to automatically harness the horses.
129

 (Appendix 1, Photograph 5) 

These changes drastically changed the interior of the fire station.  
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 The social aspect also drastically changed the design of the fire station. Brick was used to 

build the fire stations because “red brick suited the era’s taste for richly colored building.”
130

 The 

design of the fire station was often in keeping with the latest architectural trend at the time. Fire 

stations were designed to be noticed, one way this was done was through reintroducing towers; 

however, in some case, such as the Elm Street Fire Station in Southbridge, Massachusetts, the 

tower had no practical purpose. They did not serve a practical purpose since dry racks were often 

set up and used in the back of the station or in a shaft in the back of the building.
131

 It was also 

during this time when firefighting-related symbols were brought back into the design and 

architectural detail of the building. For instance, the Elm Street Fire Station in Southbridge, 

Massachusetts, has a stone emblem of the Maltese Cross, a symbol of firefighting, on the tower.  

The grandeur of the fire station became prevalent, and continued to develop, until the 1920s.   

3.2.5 Firefighting in America: The Twentieth Century and On 

 Many changes occurred during the twentieth century that affected firefighting and the 

design of fire stations. The most significant change was the invention of the automobile that 

replaced the horses. The design of fire stations revolved around the fire truck and engine as well 

as the architectural design trends of the time. Fire stations, to this day, are a building type whose 

design revolves around the technology and social aspects of the profession. 
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CHAPTER 4: METHODOLOGY  

 The goal of this thesis is to answer two research questions. First, is Preservation Brief 17: 

Architectural Character: Identifying the Visual Aspects of Historic Buildings as an Aid to 

Preserving Their Character an effective tool in identifying character defining features of specific 

building types, specifically historic fire stations? Second, how does the history of firefighting 

and fire stations relate to and inform the understanding of the character defining features of fire 

stations, specifically the storefront and the red brick styles, which were the two popular styles of 

fire stations throughout the latter half of the nineteenth century.  

 To answer the research questions, a qualitative research method is used. Qualitative 

research, “delves into a particular situation in order to better understand a phenomenon within its 

natural context and the perspectives of the participants involved.”
132

 A qualitative approach 

collects, “nonnumerical data to answer research questions.”
133

 This type of research was chosen 

because, based on time and location limitations, it would have not been possible to study an 

accurate sample size of store front and red brick fire stations. Furthermore, there is not a 

complete list of all fire stations in the country and their style.  

 To address the first research question, is Preservation Brief 17: Architectural Character: 

Identifying the Visual Aspects of Historic Buildings as an Aid to Preserving Their Character an 

effective tool in identifying character defining features of specific building types, specifically 

historic fire stations, the theory of character defining features must be assessed (Appendix 6).
134

  

In the United States, the Secretary of Interior Standards for the Treatment of Historic 

Properties, developed by the National Park Service, provides the operating standard for applying 

professional judgment, informed by the National Register nomination form for identifying and 
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treating character defining features. The National Park Service Preservation Brief 17, the main 

publication on character defining features, defines character as “all those visual aspects and 

physical features that comprise the appearance of every historic building. Character defining elements 

include the overall shape of the building, its materials, craftsmanship, decorative details, interior 

spaces and features, as well as the various aspects of its site and environment.” Preservation 

Brief 17 “was originally developed as a slide talk addressing methodology in 1982 to discuss the 

use of the Secretary of Interior’s Standards for Rehabilitation in relation to preserving historic 

character; It was amplified and modified in succeeding years to help guide historic preservation 

decision making.”
135

  

The Secretary of the Interior Standards for Rehabilitation were developed to guide the 

rehabilitation process of projects using federal tax credits. The Tax Reform Act, 1978, created a 

new incentive for historic preservation. The federal tax credit provides a 20% tax credit to 

private investors who were rehabilitating a historic property to an income producing property. In 

order to receive the tax credits, the rehabilitation must be a certified rehabilitation, it must follow 

the Secretary of the Interiors Standards for Rehabilitation, be a substantial rehabilitation, and no 

destroy over 20% of the exterior.  

Standard two of the Secretary of the Interior’s Standards for Rehabilitation, states “the 

historic character of a property will be retained and preserved. The removal of distinctive 

materials or alteration of features, spaces, and spatial relationships that characterize a property 

will be avoided.”
136

 In addition, standard five states “distinctive materials, features, finishes, and 

construction techniques or examples of craftsmanship that characterize a property will be 
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preserved.”
137

  To properly preserve a building’s character in accordance with the Secretary of 

Interior Standards, the character defining features must be identified. If the property is listed on 

the National Register of Historic Places, the character defining features are identified in part 

seven of the nomination form. The National Register nomination form does not use the phrasing 

‘character defining features’ however it does require that all of the elements described in 

Preservation Brief 17 be identified and described. The features are to be thoroughly discussed in 

section seven of the National Register nomination, the architectural description.   

 According to the brief, character defining features “include the overall shape of the 

building, its materials, craftsmanship, decorative details, interior spaces and features, as well as 

the various aspects of its site and environment.”
138

 The brief goes further into specific aspects of 

character defining features such as roof and roof features, openings, projections, trim, secondary 

features, the sequence on interior spaces, surface finishes and exposed structures.
139

 All of these 

aspects are character defining features; however different building types have different and 

unique character defining features.
140
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4.1 Case Studies 

This study examines two types of fire stations: the early municipality owned fire stations 

(also called storefront fire stations by Zurier), 
141

 and the turn-of-the-century municipality owned 

fire stations (which are also known by Zurier as red-brick fire stations).
142

 These two types were 

chosen because of the direct relationship between the social history of firefighting and the 

architecture of fire stations. These types of fire stations are also found all over the country, and 

were extremely popular.  

 Six case studies are used for this study with three case studies for each fire station type. 

Three case studies were chosen in order to provide a variety to properly identify each type’s 

character defining features.  

For the early municipality owned fire stations the following case studies were chosen: the 

Congress Street Fire Station in Boston, Massachusetts, the Providence Street Firehouse in 

Worcester, Massachusetts and the Quinsigamond Firehouse in Worcester, Massachusetts. 

 These three fire stations were chosen for many reasons. First, they are all listed 

individually on the National Register of Historic Places and are therefore worthy of preservation. 

Second, none of these fire stations have been discussed in existing literature, contributing to this 

original research. Third, they are all accessible: the Congress Street Fire Station is currently a 

museum, the Providence Street Firehouse is currently used as a station for UMass Hospital 

ambulances, and the Quinsigamond Firehouse is vacant, but accessible thanks to members of the 

Worcester Fire Department.
143

 The current use of these fire stations has resulted in the 
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preservation of the original plan of the buildings so that they are the same, or very similar, to the 

original plan as a fire station.  

For the turn-of –the-century municipal fire stations, the following case studies were 

chosen: the Taylor Square Firehouse in Cambridge, Massachusetts; the Bloomingdale Firehouse 

in Worcester, Massachusetts; and the Elm Street Firehouse in Southbridge, Massachusetts.  

These three fire stations were chosen for many reasons. First, they are all listed on the 

National Register of Historic Places, and are therefore worthy of preservation. Second, none of 

these fire stations have been discussed in existing literature, contributing to this original research. 

Third, they are all accessible; both the Taylor Square Firehouse and the Elm Street Firehouse are 

still used as fire stations, and the Bloomingdale Firehouse is currently vacant but still owned by 

the City of Worcester, and therefore accessible through members of the Worcester Fire 

Department.
144

 Because of the current use of the fire stations, the current floor plan of the 

buildings are the same, or very similar, to the original floor plan. 

Although none of these case studies have been discussed in the existing literature, they do 

have similar characteristics to those fire stations that have been previously discussed. All of the 

case studies are also located in cities in Massachusetts and, although Zurier states the style of fire 

station does not vary on location
145

, the case studies were chosen in one geographical location to 

ensure that the data collected is not affected by any type of geographical changes.  
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4.2 Data Collection 

To address the research question a process that requires multiple steps was followed; the 

first is to study the history of firefighting and the architectural history of fire stations. This was 

done by researching, specifically, the social history of firefighting through museum visits and 

studying the existing literature on the history of firefighting. This study resulted in a summary of 

the history of firefighting and a list of major aspects of the history of firefighting that were then 

combined with the architectural history of fire stations that is outlined in the existing literature.  

 The next part of the process was to conduct a survey to study each fire station. This 

entailed obtaining the individual National Register nomination for each building and any other 

available historical information on the building, such as floor plans, architectural drawings, 

survey forms, and historical information about the fire department occupied(s) building to 

understand the history of the building. This study resulted in a brief history of the fire station.  

 The final process was to conduct a survey of each case study. The survey was of both the 

exterior and interior of the building. The survey method used is the process of identifying 

character defining features of a historic building that is outline in the National Park Service 

Preservation Brief 17 Architectural Character: Identifying the Visual Aspects of Historic 

Buildings as an Aid to Preserving Their Character.  

 The first step in this survey process was to examine the exterior of the building from a 

distance. This involved taking photo elevations of each side of the building, identifying the 

character defining features that can be seen from the public way and photographing those 

character defining features that can be seen from a public way. After the character defining 

features are identified and photographed, each site was documented on a survey sheet that lists 
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the expected character defining features and identify if the subject building had the specific 

feature. A photograph was also taken and listed with feature 

 The second step in the survey process was to examine the exterior of the building up 

close, as per Preservation Brief #17. This involves identifying specific character defining 

features and photographing them. These features were then documented on a second sheet that 

lists the expected character defining features and identifying if that building has that feature and 

providing the photo number and notes on the feature.  

 The third step in the survey process was to examine the character defining features of the 

interior of the building. This involved identifying each feature and photographing. The character 

defining features were documented on a third sheet that lists the expected character defining 

features and identify if that building has that feature and providing the photograph number and 

notes on the feature. In addition to documenting the character defining features of the fire station 

on sheet three, a copy of the floor plan will identify the location of the character defining feature.  

4.3 Analysis 

 Once all the data was collected, an analysis of the data was conducted. The first step in 

analyzing the data compared the character defining features of the buildings, according to 

Preservation Brief 17, with what the literature states are character defining features. Two surveys 

were created for each case study. The first survey lists the character defining features that were 

identified using the Preservation Brief 17 model with no knowledge of the history of firefighting 

and fire stations. The second survey will list the character defining features that were identified 

using the Preservation Brief 17 model with knowledge of the history of firefighting and fire 

stations. These lists were compared to determine if there were character defining features that 

were identified using the Preservation Brief 17 model with knowledge of the history of 
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firefighting and, fire stations that were not on the list of character defining features that used the 

Preservation Brief 17 model with no knowledge of the history of firefighting and fire stations. 

After those lists were compared, a written analysis was completed and therefore the research 

question was assessed. (Appendix 17)  

4.4 Limitations 

  

The research had limitations. One limitation is the lack of National Register descriptions 

for the specific buildings. Many of the fire stations are listed in part of a district or Multiple 

Resource Area, and therefore do not include a thorough description of the building or its history. 

The fire stations that are listed in a Multiple Resource Area only have a page of information 

including the materials of the building, the date it was built, the architect, and are marked as 

falling into a general significant category such as city planning.  A second limitation is the lack 

of original plans of the buildings. Original plans were difficult to obtain; some of the case studies 

did have original plans available but not all of the case studies had archived plans.
146

 A third 

limitation, as previously stated, is the sample size. The case studies were limited to accessibility 

and location and therefore do not provide an accurate sample size for a quantitative research 

study. The final limitation is that this study is based on expert objective research; the subjective 

opinions of fire fighters were not sought. This was done in order to get a list of character 

defining features that were based on expert object research. This was also done because this 

study also examines the effectiveness of Preservation Brief 17. Therefore, an expert objective 

study was needed to provide a foundation on how to better identify character defining features. 
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Consequently, the results do not include features that fire fighters might see as character defining 

features.   
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CHAPTER 5: RESULTS 
 

 This chapter contains the analysis of each case study that include a brief history of the 

fire department or company that occupied the fire station, brief history of the building, the 

character defining features based on the Preservation Brief 17 model, and the character defining 

features of based on the Preservation Brief 17 model with knowledge of the history of 

firefighting. The case studies are in order of style with the storefront style followed by the red 

brick style. Since the Providence Street fire station, Quinsigamond Fire Station, and 

Bloomingdale Fire Station are located in the same city, Worcester, the history of the Worcester 

Fire Department is only discussed once, before the Providence Street Fire Station.  

The case studies appear in the following order: 

 

Storefront Style 

- Congress Street Fire Station, 1891, Fort Point Channel Historic District (2004) 

- Providence Street Fire Station, 1899-1900, Worcester Multiple Resource Area (1978) 

- Quinsigamond Fire Station, 1891, Worcester Multiple Resource Area (1978) 

Red Brick Style 

- Bloomingdale Fire Station, 1894, Worcester Multiple Resource Area (1978) 

- Elm Street Fire Station, 1899, Southbridge Multiple Resource Area (1989) 

- Taylor Square Fire Station, 1904, Cambridge Multiple Resource Area (2004) 
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5.1 Congress Street Fire Station 

 

Congress Street Fire Station 

344 Congress Street, Boston, Massachusetts  

 

5.1.1 History of Congress Street Fire Station 

 

The Congress Street Fire Station in Boston is 

currently the Boston Fire Museum. The Station was 

built in 1891, by the Boston city architect Harrison 

H. Atwood.
147

  The station was built per the request 

of the Boston Warf Company, who owned the majority of the buildings in the area.
148

 The station 

opened on May 18, 1891, the same day that Engines 38 and 39 were organized to be housed in 

the station.
149

 Since the Boston Warf Company had such a vested interest in the fire station it 

made sure the city adopted a bylaw that stated that no matter was going on in the rest of the city 

one engine had to remain at the Congress Street station at all time in case a fire broke out in the 

area. The city changed the bylaw in 1935.
150

 In February 1947, Engine 38 was deactivated 

leaving Engine 39 the soul company in the station until September 1952, when Ladder 8 was 

temporarily located there. When Ladder 8 relocated to another part of the city in September 

1953, Ladder 18 occupied the station with Engine 39 until the station closed on April 22, 
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1977.
151

 The building remained vacant until the Boston Sparks Association purchased the 

property from the city to be used as the Boston Fire Museum.
152

 

5.1.2 National Register Description  

In 1983, the building was placed on the National Register of Historic Places. It is listed as 

a contributing building to the Fort Point Channel Historic District. The building is listed for its 

architectural significance in section seven of the National Register Nomination. The Congress 

Street Fire Station  

 “…is arguably the most architecturally high-style building in the district. 

While working in the Romanesque style, the architect chose light-colored 

building materials. In the early 1890s, architectural taste was turning to lighter 

colors: yellow brick was popular with architects designing in the up-and-coming 

Classical Revival style. Here it is used as an accompaniment to light-colored 

stone, suggesting through subtle manipulation of the two materials that the entire 

building was built of stone. The main façade of the firehouse is articulated 

horizontally into three sections that graduate upward from rough to refined. 

Rising from rock-face granite piers at the ground level, the second level is a 

successful blend of sharp-edged, light-colored brick and rock-face granite trim. 

The top level of the façade is treated as a slate roof with a center dormer and 

parapet. Although this building has no Roman or segmental-arched openings and 

is built of yellow rather than red brick, Romanesque characteristics are abundant. 

A strong sense of the Romanesque is provided by the beefy quality of the 

rock-face granite pilasters that frame and separate the two vehicle entrances at 

the ground floor level, and by the primitive treatment of their foliate capitals, 

imitating the actual appearance of medieval Romanesque capitals. The paired 

grouping of windows with transoms at the second level is a feature closely 

associated with the style, following the example of Richardson. The use of 

foliate-carved detailing on brackets supporting piers at either side of the faux roof 

are typically Romanesque, as is the carving on a projection from which the 

central chimney rises. The massive chimney with its ribbed exterior is a strong 

feature lending medieval, Romanesque character to the building.”
153

 

 

                                                           
151

 Ibid. Connelly. 
152

 Ibid. Connelly.  
153

 Sara Wermeil, Susan Ceccacci, Edward Gordon and Betty Friedberg, “Fort Point Channel Historic 

District National Register Nomination Form” (Boston: Massachusetts Historical Commission, 1983) 

Section 7 Page 10. 
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The fire station is therefore an architecturally significant building in a district that is significant 

because “the properties [are] associated with events that have made a significant contribution to 

the broad patterns of our history” and the properties embody “the distinctive characteristics of a 

type, period, or method of construction or represents the work of a master, or possesses high 

artistic values, or represents a significant and distinguishable entity whose components lack 

individual distinction.”
154

 (Appendix 18)  

5.1.3 Preservation Brief 17 Applied to Congress Street 

 The following is an analysis of the Congress Street Fire Station / The Boston Fire 

Museum in regard to character defining elements using the Preservation Brief 17 model, with no 

knowledge of the history of fire stations and firefighting.  

 The first step in identifying the character defining elements is to look at the building from 

a distance. 

Shape: 

 The station is a three story, two bay narrow rectangular building. The station is smaller 

in height and width compared to the adjacent building which is six stories high. The top of third 

story gradually slopes down.  

Roof and Roof Features: 

 The station has a flat roof. The fact that a roof is not visible contributes to the 

architectural identify of the building.  

Openings: 

 The Congress Street façade of the building on the first floor has two apparatus door 

openings. (Appendix 7, Photograph 6) The second story on the Congress Street façade of the 

                                                           
154

 National Park Service, National Register Bulletin, 35. 
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building has two sets of paired windows. Each window has a two-over-two sash with twelve 

small framed transom window above. (Appendix 7, Photograph 7) These windows are located 

directly above the garage doors on the first floor. The third floor façade has a set of three 

openings. On either side is an eight-over-eight sash window with a bricked in opening in the 

middle. (Appendix 7, Photograph 8) The exposed side of the building has a series of two-over-

two sash windows on the first floor. The second story has two-over-two sash windows with 

transoms above. There is one eight-over-eight sash window on the third floor. (Appendix 7, 

Photograph 9 & 10) The back of the building has a series of blocked off windows and block 

glass windows. There is a door in the back of the building. On the side façade, near the front of 

the building is the main, pedestrian sized, door. The windows on the side of the building do not 

have a distinct pattern however, the windows on the first floor are directly below, and inline, 

with the windows on the second floor. 

Projections: 

 There are piers on the sides of the façade third story. A faux roof, with chimney, is 

located in the center of third story as well. (Appendix 7, Photograph 8)  

Trim and Secondary Features: 

 The first floor façade has three, granite Romanesque piers that are topped with a granite 

cornice. (Appendix 7, Photograph 11)  The second story façade has granite quoins. There is also 

granite trim around the transom windows on the second story. (Appendix 7, Photograph 12) The 

granite trim proceeds to wrap around the side of the building. There is a slate-clad faux roof on 

the third story. (Appendix 7, Photograph 13) 
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Materials: 

 The station is made of yellow brick. The piers and trim are made of granite. The faux 

roof is slate and there is a copper cornice along the top of the building. The variety of materials 

adds to the character of the building.  

Setting: 

 The building sits on the corner of Congress Street and Farnsworth Street. The building 

directly abuts the sidewalk.  

 The second step in identifying character defining elements is to examine the building at 

close range.  

Materials: 

 The granite on the piers has a rough finish compared to the granite coursing which has a 

smooth finish. The brick is a yellow brick. The variety of material is in tune with the 

Romanesque style of the building. (Appendix 7, Photograph 6) 

Craft Details: 

 The granite capitals on the piers are carved. The piers on the third story have smooth 

granite and an alternating brick edge. The chimney has rounded bricks and the base is carved 

granite. (Appendix 7, Photograph 13)  All of these elements required expert craftsmanship.  

 The third step in identifying character defining elements is to examine the interior of the 

building.  

Individual Spaces: 
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 The main room on the first floor, where the collection is displayed, is a large open area 

with concrete floors and an exposed wooden ceiling. None of the other rooms appear to be 

character defining.  

Related Spaces and Sequences of Spaces: 

 This step cannot be applied to this study. 

Interior Features: 

 The ceiling on the first floor is wood with wooden beams. The second floor has 

wainscoting.  

Surface Finishes and Materials: 

 This step cannot be applied to the case study.  

Exposed Structure: 

 There are exposed wooden beams on the first floor. The third floor also has an exposed 

structural system that holds up the second story, which is unique to the building. (Appendix 7, 

Photograph 14) 

5.1.4 Preservation Brief 17 Applied with Knowledge of Firefighting and Fire Station 

History 

The following is the identification and analysis of character defining features, following 

the Preservation Brief 17 outline, but with knowledge of the history of firefighting and the 

history of fire stations. The character defining features mention in the previous section would 

still be considered character defining features of the building. The character defining features 

listed here directly relate to the history of the building. 

The first step is to examine the building from a distance. 
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 The fire station is a three story narrow building that takes up the majority of the lot. The 

station sits along the front of the lot line and directly next to a larger building. The setting of the 

station is a character defining feature because it is a character defining feature of storefront style 

fire stations.  

 The station is a long, rectangular building with a flat roof. Although it is smaller than the 

large industrial buildings around it the building blends in with the streetscape. This shape is a 

character defining feature as it is a character defining feature of the storefront style.  

 The large apparatus doors are character defining features. Since the main function of the 

station is to house the fire engines, the garage doors allow for the fire engines to enter and exit 

the building.  

 The side pedestrian door is a character defining feature. Although most pedestrian doors 

are located in the front of the building, as the station sits on a corner lot the pedestrian door is 

still on a public way, keeping in with the storefront style.  

 The second step is to examine the building up close.  

The half oval granite domes on either side of the garage doors are character defining 

elements of the building. These pieces were used to ensure that the wheels on the steamer engine 

were facing straight ahead when the steamer was being brought out of the station by the horses. 

(Appendix 7, Photograph 15) 

  The third step is to examine the interior of the building.  

The first floor is made primarily the apparatus room. Since this room housed the fire 

engines, which is one of the main purposes of the fire station, this room is a character defining 

element of the building. Another space, in the apparatus room, is the patrol desk. The patrol desk 
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(watch room) is a small raised room surrounded by windows. This room was used by fire 

fighters to log incoming calls and activities, take reports from the public and receive alarms 

(Appendix 7, Photograph 16) The second floor has a sitting room, with wood panels; this room 

would have probably been used solely by the firefighters. There is a large open room which was 

the bunk room. Since the fire station was also used as living quarters, especially in this one 

where men would work six days on one day off, the bunk room was a major space within the fire 

station. There are also two smaller rooms in the back of the station which would have been 

officers’ rooms. These rooms are character defining features because their existence shows the 

separation and rank within the fire station.   

 

5.2 Worcester, Massachusetts Fire Department History 

 There is very little documented history of the Worcester Fire Department; in fact the only 

published history of the Worcester Fire Department is a brief timeline on the Worcester 

Historical Museum’s website, and a brief history on the Worcester Fire Department’s website.
155

 

Worcester’s Fire Department started out as volunteers, known as the Worcester Fire Society, and 

in 1835, the Fire Department became part of the town.
156

 As Worcester grew in population and 

size, the once town became a city. Along with the growing population and new neighborhoods, 

new fire stations were needed. By the 1900s, Worcester had fire stations strategically located in 

neighborhoods across the city.  

                                                           
155 Worcester Historical Museum, “Fighting Fire” (Worcester: Worcester Historical Museum, 2013)  

(Accessed 5/2013) http://www.worcesterhistory.org/ex_fires.html   

156
 City of Worcester “History of the WFD” (Worcester: City of Worcester, 2013) (Accessed 5/3/2013)  

http://www.worcesterma.gov/fire/history 

http://www.worcesterhistory.org/ex_fires.html
http://www.worcesterma.gov/fire/history
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 One significant event in the history of the Worcester Fire Department was the invention 

of the brass pole. Two years earlier, Chicago Firefighter David Kenyon invented the wood pole, 

a pole which went through an opening in the floor from one floor to another as a means of 

getting to the apparatus floor more quickly. Brass sliding poles were invented in Worcester, and 

became standard equipment in fire stations.
157

 

5.2.1 National Register Nomination 

According to the National Register nomination form, the historic fire stations in 

Worcester are significant because of their direct relationship to neighborhood development.
158

 

The fire stations are also noted as significant buildings in regards to engineering. The general 

significance of the fire stations follows: 

“As Worcester’s population grew in the last two decades of the nineteenth century from 

58,291 (1880) to 118,421 (1900), the City constructed many new fire houses to protect 

the newly developed residential areas. The City seems to have employed various local 

architects to design new houses, although it is unclear how architects were selected 

(whether by competition, bid, etc.).”
159

 

 

The fire stations are mainly cited as components of community and neighborhood development.  

 

 

  

                                                           
157

 Zurier, 102.  
158

 The City of Worcester, in 1980, did a mass inventory of their historic structures and completed one 

National Register nomination form for the whole city with the significant structures being documented 

only on inventory sheets. As a result there is little information on the specific fire stations themselves, 

except what is on the inventory forms.  
159

 S. Lee. “Form B- Quinsigamond Fire House” (Worcester: Worcester Heritage Preservation Society, 

1978) 2. 
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5.3 Providence Street Fire Station  

Providence Street Fire Station 

98 Providence Street, Worcester, Massachusetts  

 

5.3.1 History of the Providence Street Fire 

Station 

 

 The Providence Street Fire Station was 

built in 1900 by the firm of Earle & Fisher. The 

National Register inventory sheet sites the style of 

the building as classical revival.
160

 The description for the building is the following: 

“The Providence Street Firehouse is a two-and-one-half story brick 

building with a rectangular floor plan and square-plan tower on its north wall. 

Although its scale and plan are similar to other firehouses of the period, the 

Providence Street Firehouse is unusual for its heavy (Beaux Arts) classical trim, 

particularly its entry set in an eared architrave with rosettes and a pediment. 

Second storey windows retain original sash and are set in heavy sandstone 

architraves. Recently restored, the Providence Street Fire House is in excellent 

condition. 

Built to serve the residential areas with which Union Hill was developed 

in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, the Providence Street 

Firehouse was design for the city’s Hose Company No. 8, which had been 

formed around 1876.”
161

  

 

The fire station is listed on the National Register of Historic Places as a contributing building in 

the Worcester Multiple Resource District, within Worcester. (Appendix 19) 

The Providence Street Fire Station is currently used by UMASS hospital ambulances.  

                                                           
160

 The building is part of an overall listing of historic places in Worcester. 
161

 S. Lee “Form B  - Building: Providence Street Firehouse” (Worcester: Worcester Heritage 

Preservation Society, 1978) 2.  

Providence St. Fire Station
Kathleen Wilson  3/22/13
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5.3.2 Preservation Brief 17 Applied to Providence Street Fire Station 

 The following is an analysis of the Providence Street Fire Station in regard to character 

defining elements using the Preservation Brief 17 model, with no knowledge of the history of 

fire stations and firefighting. 

 The first step in identifying the character defining elements is to look at the building from 

a distance.  

Shape: 

 The general shape of the building is simple. The fire station is a two story rectangular 

building with a square tower on the north side of the building near the back. There is also a 

chimney on the north side of the building. (Appendix 8, Photograph 17)  

Roof and Roof Features: 

The building has a shallow-pitched hipped roof with a single dormer in the front. The 

roof does not dominate the building façade. (Appendix 8, Photograph 17) 

Openings: 

 The first floor east façade has two garage doors and one pedestrian door. (Appendix 8, 

Photograph 17) The door has a surround with projecting circles within the pediment. (Appendix 

8, Photograph 18) The second story east façade has a series of four, eight-over-two sash 

windows. (Appendix 8, Photograph 19)  There is a boarded up window in the dormer. The south 

side, first floor has five, four-over-one sash windows. The second story has a series of small 

four-over-four sash as well as one four-over-one sash. (Appendix 8, Photograph 20) There are 

also bricked in window openings at the basement level. (Appendix 8, Photograph 21)  The west 

façade has one, four-over-one sash on the first floor, and a smaller two-over-two sash on the top. 

(Appendix 8, Photograph 22)  There is also a bricked in opening on the basement level. 
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(Appendix 8, Photograph 23)  The north façade has a series of small, four-over-four sash 

windows, and larger two–over-one sash windows. The tower has a long, narrow, one-over-one 

window on each level. The tower has three small windows along the top.  Aside from the tower 

windows and the main façade windows, the window openings are arched. (Appendix 8, 

Photograph 17) With the exception of the windows on the main façade and the tower, there is no 

pattern to the windows.  

 Projections: 

 The major projection on building is the tower, which is square with narrow windows on 

the first and second levels, and small windows along the top. The top of the tower has a steep, 

hipped roof. Another projection is the chimney which is on the north wall near the front of the 

building. (Appendix 8, Photograph 17) There is also a small cupola on top of the roof on the 

back part of the building. (Appendix 8, Photograph 20) 

Trim and Secondary Features: 

 There are large, heavy brackets along the roof line. (Appendix 8, Photograph 19) There is 

a decorative door frame around the door with circular design. (Appendix 8, Photograph 18)  

Materials: 

 The fire station is made entirely out of brick with sandstone trim. The sandstone trim is 

around the windows and doors on main façade, as if to make those openings more prominent 

than the others. (Appendix 8, Photograph 18) 

Setting: 

 The station and the house next door are both set back from the road by the same distance. 

The station is built on a hill which causes the entire basement in the back to be exposed.  



69 
 

 

 

 The second step in identifying the character defining elements is to look at the building at 

close range.  

 

 

 

Materials: 

 The station is made of red brick with red sandstone details. The mortar between the brick 

is red and matches the red sandstone, giving the building a monotone look from a far. There is 

also granite on the main façade of the building that serves as part of the foundation.  

Craft Details: 

 Although some of the mortar has deteriorated, the brick and mortar was done at a high 

quality. The door surround, which consists of carved sandstone, represents a high quality of 

craftsmanship.  

 The third step in identifying the character defining elements is to look at the interior 

spaces.  

Individual Spaces: 

 The main floor, the apparatus room, is a large, open area that takes up the majority of the 

first floor. As this area serves as the location in which the fire engines and trucks were housed, it 

is a character defining interior space. (Appendix 8, Photograph 24) 

Related Spaces and Sequences of Spaces: 

 There are no related spaces or sequences that relate to the character.  

Interior Features: 
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 There is a very large and highly decorated fire place on the first floor. The fireplace is 

brick with Greek revival detailing. (Appendix 8, Photograph 25) The first floor is covered in 

wainscoting; the walls and ceiling are made of wainscoting. (Appendix 8, Photograph 28) 

Exposed Structures: 

 The ceiling on the first floor has exposed structural beams. The rear of the apparatus 

room has exposed brick. (Appendix 8, Photograph 28) 

5.3.3 Preservation Brief 17 Applied with Knowledge of Firefighting and Fire Station 

History 

The following is the identification and analysis of character defining features, following 

the Preservation Brief 17 outline, but with knowledge of the history of firefighting and the 

history of fire stations. The character defining features mentioned in the previous section would 

still be considered character defining features of the building. The character defining features 

listed here directly relate to the history of the building. 

The first step is to look at the building from a distance. 

The station is a two story, rectangular building. This basic layout and size is in keeping 

with the storefront style fire station. When the building was built, it had the same setback and 

sizing as the neighboring properties.
162

 This setting, placement, and sizing are in keeping with 

the storefront style of fire station.
163

 

The two apparatus doors in the front of the building are character defining features. Since 

the main function of the fire station is to house the fire engines, the garage doors allow for the 

fire engines to enter and exit the building. The side pedestrian door on the front of the building is 

a character defining feature as most storefront style fire stations had front entrances.  

                                                           
162

 This information comes from a historic photograph that is in the inventory report. 
163

 The station was built in a residential area and therefore may not look like the typical storefront fire 

station but it is similar in massing and setting as its neighbors as to not stand out.  



71 
 

 

 

The tower on the back side of the station is also a character defining feature. The tower 

was used as a hose drying space which, in the case of this fire station, is vital because it was 

designed for Hose Company 8. The fact that tower is in the rear of the building is representative 

of the storefront style as to not call a great deal of attention to the building. The tower is adorned 

with windows to add a decorative feature to the tower.  

On the basement level, the windows are bricked in. These are considered character- 

defining features of the fire station as they are the result of changes over history. The Providence 

Street Fire Station was renovated in the 1980’s.Part of the renovation included filling in, what 

was once the basement, which resulted in the bricking in of windows and a large opening in the 

rear of the building.  

There is a small cupola on the back side of the building. It is not known exactly why it is 

there, but it probably relates to the fact that horses were once kept in the fire station, much like a 

barn. Because of that probable relation, the cupola is a character defining feature.  

The second step is to look at the building up close.  

The building is made of red brick and red mortar, while the decorative features are made 

of red sandstone: In addition to the red brick there is also granite on the main façade at the 

foundation level. The granite has rounded oblong domes at either side of the apparatus doors. 

(Appendix 8, Photograph 10) These are character defining features because they were used to 

ensure that when the horses left the station, the wheels of the engine were straight and did not hit 

the wall.  

The third step is to examine interior of the building.  

The apparatus room is a character defining feature of the station, as one of the main 

purposes to a fire station is to house the fire engines and trucks.  
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The watch room is also a character defining feature of the station because it served a 

major purpose in the fire station; as it was place used by fire fighters to take reports from the 

public as well as receive and log calls and alarms. 

The second floor has been remodeled, but some of the original spaces remain the same or 

are historic in their own right. The current meeting room used to be one of the bunk rooms. Since 

the bunk rooms were the main sleeping quarters and provided another key use of the fire station, 

they are character defining features. There are also two smaller rooms on the second floor that 

are currently used as offices, but were once the officers’ rooms. These rooms are significant 

because, based on the hierarchy within the fire department; the officers had their own rooms. The 

two rooms that are currently there were used by the officers of the various companies that were 

housed in the station over the years. Each of these rooms has three closets, which are directly 

related to the use of the room. Each officer had their own closet, and there was one officer for 

each shift, hence the three closets.  

Major character defining features of the fire station are the sliding poles. Sliding poles 

were used as a main way of circulation of the fire station; (Appendix 8, Photograph 27) they are 

just as important as the staircase.  

Another character defining feature of the interior of the fire station is the different uses of 

materials. When the fire station was originally built, horses were kept in the back part of the fire 

station. This section did not have wainscoting. However, since the horses were replaced and the 

stalls were taken down, the apparatus room takes up the entire space. As a result, there is a clear 

separation in materials along the wall. (Appendix 8 Photograph 28) The change in materials is 

significant as it represents previous significant spaces.  
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5.4 Quinsigamond Fire Station  

Quinsigamond Fire Station 

826 Blackstone River Road, Worcester, 

Massachusetts 

 

5.4.1 History of Quinsigamond Fire Station 

 

 The Quinsigamond Fire Station was built 

in 1891-1892 by O.C. Ward. The fire station is 

Romanesque style building. The description is as 

follows:  

“The Quinsigamond Firehouse is of two-and-one-half story height and has a 

Palladian window in its central gable. Decorative trim consists principally of 

rock-faced sandstone and a small, carved sandstone cap at the gable’s peak. The 

Quinsigamond Firehouse is one of several public buildings along Millbury Street 

at Quinsigamond Village which gave the area the appearance of a small town 

center, reflecting Quinsigamond Village’s standing as a distinct area within 

Worcester.”
164

 

 

The fire station served the Quinsigamond area of Worcester for over a century. This structure 

was listed on Preserve Massachusetts’ list of top 10 endangered buildings in 2012.
165

  (Appendix 

20) 

5.4.2 Preservation Brief 17 Applied to Quinsigamond Fire Station 

 The following is an analysis of the Quinsigamond Fire Station in regard to character 

defining elements using the Preservation Brief 17 model, with no knowledge of the history of 

fire stations and firefighting. 

 The first step is to examine the building from a distance.  

                                                           
164

 B.R. Pfeiffer. 1. 
165

 The building is currently in poor condition. Most of the openings are boarded up. The following 

analysis of the building, specifically the openings, is done with the knowledge that those were once 

windows or other openings, which is clear through historic photographs.  

Quinsigamond Fire Station
Kathleen Wilson   5/18/13
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Shape: 

 The building has rectangular plan and is two and a half stories tall. The overall shape of 

the building contributes to the buildings character. There is also a small one story, square, 

addition to the building. (Appendix 9, Photograph 29) 

Roof and Roof Features: 

 The building has high pitched hipped roof. (Appendix 9, Photograph 30)The roof is not 

clearly visible from the public way because there is a gable in the front with a Palladian window 

and decorative trim, creating a false front to the gable. (Appendix 9, Photograph 31) This feature 

is a character defining feature to the building. There is also a false parapet along the roof, but 

only on the south west façade of the building. This detail is also a character defining feature as 

both are decorative elements that relate to Romanesque style of the building. There is also a 

small cupola in the rear of the building. (Appendix 9, Photograph 30) Since it is an ornamental 

roof fixture, it is a character defining feature.  

Openings: 

 There is one large apparatus door on the first floor of the building dominating the 

majority of the first floor façade making it a character defining feature. The apparatus door is 

framed by two narrow windows.  On the North West first floor façade, there is a pedestrian door. 

(Appendix 9, Photograph 29) There is a series of semi-arched windows which go around the 

building on the first and second floors. There is also a pedestrian door on the back of the 

building. (Appendix 9, Photograph 32) All of the windows are capped with semi-arched brick 

work. On the second floor façade, there are three paired semi-arched windows which line up 

with the apparatus door. There are two, narrow arched windows which line up directly above the 
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small narrow windows on either side of the apparatus door. (Appendix 9, Photograph 33) There 

is a Palladian window on the third story of the building which dominates the false gable front. 

The Palladian window, along with the rest of the doors and windows are character defining 

features. (Appendix 9, Photograph 33) 

Projections: 

 There is a small, square addition on the south east side that is attached to the corner of the 

building. This addition does not appear to have significance to the building. There is a chimney 

on the North West side of the building, which adds to the character of the building as a 

projection. (Appendix 9, Photograph 29) 

Trim and Secondary Features: 

 There is arched brick work around each of the windows which adds to the character of 

the building. There is also brownstone coursing between the first and second story on the main 

façade as well as a brownstone cornice along the top of the second story. (Appendix 9, 

Photograph 33) Both of these elements add to the character of the building. The false gable front, 

which has brownstone detailing, is a character defining feature of the building as it is part of the 

false gable which adds to the decorative character of the building. (Appendix 9, Photograph 34)  

Materials: 

 The building is made of brick with brownstone details. These materials relate to the 

Romanesque style of the building and are therefore character defining features of the building. 

The roof is made of slate which is a character defining feature. 

Setting: 

 The building is situated close to the road and is surrounded by pavement. Its placement, 

in regards to the road, is a character defining feature.  



76 
 

 

 

 The second step is to look at the building at close range.  

Materials: 

 Part of the brick work has been re-pointed with a white mortar. (Appendix 9, Photograph 

29) The rest of the brick work, the historic brick work, is done with a red pigment mortar. The 

red mortar along with the brick work is a character defining feature. The brownstone coursing 

has a rough, textured surface. (Appendix 9, Photograph 33) There are two small pieces of 

brownstone on either side of the top of the apparatus door. The brownstone is carved with a leaf-

like motif. (Appendix 9, Photograph 35) The textures of the brownstone, as well as the carvings, 

are character defining features.  

Craft Details: 

 The brickwork, historically, was done with a high level of craftsmanship. Today, 

however, because of the dilapidated state of the building, it is hard to identify aspects of craft 

details.  

 The third step is to look at the interior of the building.  

Individual Spaces: 

 The majority of the main floor of the building is an open space. This room, because of its 

size and the space it contains is a character defining feature.  

Related Spaces and Sequences of Spaces: 

 There are no character defining features connected to related spaces. 

Interior Features: 

 The ceiling on the first floor has wainscoting. (Appendix 9, Photograph 36) The doors are 

also framed with a wooden opening. (Appendix 9, Photograph 36) Many of the doors have 
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copper hardware. (Appendix 9, Photograph 37) These materials add to the character of the 

interior. 

  

Surface Finishes and Materials: 

The fourth aspect to examine is surface finishes and materials. The walls on the first floor are 

brick, painted to match the wood ceiling. (Appendix 9, Photograph 38) The second floor ceiling 

is made of tin. (Appendix 9, Photograph 39) These finishes are character defining features. 

Exposed Structure: 

 The ceiling on the first floor has exposed beams. These beams are character defining 

features.  

4.4.3 Preservation Brief 17 Applied with Knowledge of Firefighting and Fire Station 

History 

The following is the identification and analysis of character defining features, following 

the Preservation Brief 17 outline, but with knowledge of the history of firefighting and the 

history of fire stations. The character defining features mentioned in the previous section would 

still be considered character defining features of the building. The character defining features 

listed here directly relate to the history of the building. 

 The first step is to examine the building from a distance.  

 The Quinsigamond fire station is a narrow, rectangular building which sits on an open lot 

near the street. The overall shape and setting of the building is a character defining feature 

because the Quinsigamond fire station is a storefront style fire station. There is a small square 

addition added to the south east corner of the building. This addition is a character defining 

feature because it is a historic addition to the building, and the space was used as a watch room, 

which provided a vital function to the fire station.  
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 In regards to openings, there is a large apparatus door on the first floor main façade of the 

building. Since one of the main functions of the fire station is to house the fire engines, the 

apparatus door allowed for the fire engine to enter and exit the building, making the apparatus 

door a character defining feature of the building. There is also a small pedestrian door on the 

corner of the building. Since the fire station was a storefront style fire station, the placement of 

the door near the front of the building, is a character defining feature.  

 In the rear of the building there is evidence of an opening. (Appendix 9, Photograph 32) 

The opening provided a space for the horse, which were housed at the rear of the building, to be 

let out and provided an open area to clean them. Above what was once an opening on the first 

floor, there is evidence of an opening on the second floor, as well as a wooden piece projecting 

from the building. (Appendix 9, Photograph 30) This opening was used to bring hay in, which 

was carried up by a pulley from the wooden piece. These features are character defining because 

they not only represent the former function of the fire station, which was to house the horses.  

  There is also a cupola near the rear of the building. This relates to the former function of 

the fire station as a place to house the horses, (Appendix 9, Photograph 30) making it a character 

defining feature. 

 There is a large metal pole with a siren cap on the top. (Appendix 9, Photograph 40) This 

piece is a character defining feature of the building because it represents the alarm system that 

was used.  

 The second step is to look at the building up close. 

 Aside from the bricked in features explained above, there are no character defining 

features that relate to the history of firefighting or the station.  

 The third step is to examine the interior of the building.  
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 The first floor is dominated by the apparatus room. The apparatus room is a character 

defining feature as it is a significant space in the fire station. Since one of the main functions of 

the fire station was to store the fire apparatus, this room relates to that function.  

 The room at the front of the building on the second floor is a character defining feature 

because it was used as a bunk room. Since one of the main functions of the fire station was to be 

a place for the fire fighters to sleep when on duty, the room relates to the history of firefighting. 

The room also has a series of closets (Appendix 9, Photograph 41), which were made for each 

man on duty. The six closets, with three drawers in each, relate to the shift schedule.  
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5.5 Bloomingdale Fire Station 

Bloomingdale Fire Station 

676 Franklin Street, Worcester, Massachusetts 

 

5.5.1 History of Bloomingdale Fire Station 

 

 The Bloomingdale Fire Station, also 

known as the Brown Square Fire Station, was 

built in 1895. The building was designed by 

George Clemence. The style of the fire station is a mix of Classical Revival and Queen Anne. 

The description is as follows: 

“The Bloomingdale Fire House, one of several designed by George Clemence… The fire 

house is a two and one-half storey mottled buff brick structure with a high slate-covered 

hip roof. On the building’s south side a square-plan tower which rises to an open belfry 

and high hip-turret. At the façade are two engine doors, framed by low arches with 

limestone keystone. Above are two sets of tri-partite windows set in limestone surrounds. 

Presently, the fire house is unaltered and is, visually, an important part of its 

neighborhood.”
166

  

 

The fire station was built to serve the new ‘Bloomingdale’ neighborhood. (Appendix 21) 

5.5.2 Preservation Brief 17 Applied to Bloomingdale Fire Station 

 The following is an analysis of the Bloomingdale Fire Station in regards to character 

defining elements using the Preservation Brief 17 model, with no knowledge of the history of 

fire stations and firefighting. 

 The first step in identifying the character defining elements is to look at the building from 

a distance.  

Shape: 
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Shape: 

 The station has a square rectangular plan with a square tower and partial octagonal 

projection. The overall shape of the building in conjunction with the tower is a character defining 

feature. (Appendix 10, Photograph 42) 

Roof and Roof Features: 

 The station’s roof is a dominate feature. It has a steep, pitched hipped roof. The tower 

also has a steep pitched hipped roof. The partial octagonal projection also has an octagonal 

shaped roof. The dormer on the front of the station also has a semi octagonal roof. All of the 

points on the roof are topped with finials. In the back of station there is a cupola. The cupola also 

has a steeped pitched roof. (Appendix 10, Photograph 43) The entire roof is made of slate.  

Openings: 

 The front façade of the building is dominated by the two apparatus doors, as well as the 

two pairs of three set windows. The windows on the first floor of the building are arched 

windows. (Appendix 10, Photograph 44) The second story windows are semi-arched. The tower 

and the half octagonal projection have long narrow arched windows. (Appendix 10, Photograph 

43) The top of the tower has two arched openings on each side. (Appendix 10, Photograph 45) 

These windows are character defining features of the building.  

Projections: 

 There is a porch at the entrance of the building. This is a character defining feature of the 

building as the roof of the porch is continuous to the roof line of the building. The roof also has a 

large, overhanging eave, making both the roof and eaves character defining features. (Appendix 

10, Photograph 46) There is also a cornice running between the first and second, and second and 

third stories (Appendix 10, Photograph 47) that projects out from the brick.  
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Trim and Secondary Features: 

 The first story windows are arched windows, and are trimmed at the top with arched 

bricks with a large wooden keystone. (Appendix 10, Photograph 48) This trim is a character 

defining feature.  

Materials: 

 The station is made of yellow brick. The brick, and its color, add to the overall character 

of the building.  

Setting: 

 The station is located at a triangular corner between two major streets, Franklin and 

Plantation. The station is a prominent building within the intersection.  

 The second step is to look at the building up close.  

Materials: 

 The station is constructed out of both red and yellow brick. The red brick is located on 

the interior with the yellow brick on the exterior. (Appendix 10, Photograph 49) The yellow 

brick is different shades, adds to the character of the building. The keystones, which are part of 

the trim of the windows on the first story, are made of wood. (Appendix 10, Photograph 48) The 

wood is a similar color to the brick. The combination of brick and wood adds to the character of 

the building. The cornices on the building are made of limestone. Although the limestone has 

signs of environmental staining, the color of the limestone is similar to the color of the brick, and 

the combination of materials adds to the character of the station. (Appendix 10, Photograph 47) 

Craft Details: 

 The brick work is connected by high quality red mortar. There is also decorative brick 

work which is the result of high quality craftsmanship. Above the garage doors, there are broad 
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arches which have small, exposed brick pieces that protrude from the arch. (Appendix 10, 

Photograph 50) This brick work is highly decorative, and therefore is a character defining feature 

of the building. The corners of the fire station are not flush. There are bands of brick which 

protrude from the façade on the first floor. (Appendix 10, Photograph 51) The brick at the top of 

the station also starts to arch out under the eaves, as if to add more support. (Appendix 10, 

Photograph 52) The bricks at the corners of the semi-octagonal projection of the building 

alternate the stacking of bricks to expose the brick headers. (Appendix 10, Photograph 53) This 

is a sign of high quality craftsmanship and is a character defining feature. At the corner of each 

side of the station there is a decorative brick circle, which is a sign of high quality craftsmanship 

and is therefore a character defining feature.  

 The third step is to look at the interior spaces.  

Individual Spaces: 

 The apparatus room is a character defining feature because of its large space and size. 

The staircase off of the apparatus room and the staircase in the back of the station are also 

character defining spaces because of their function in terms of circulation.  

Related Spaces and Sequences of Spaces: 

 There are no character defining features that pertain to related spaces or sequence of 

spaces.  

Surface Finishes and Materials: 

 The walls of the apparatus rooms are decorated with a dark wood wainscoting which is a 

character defining feature. There is a decorative arch that encases the staircase and a smaller 

room. (Appendix 10, Photograph 54) This decorative finish is a character defining feature of the 

building. The second floor ceiling is covered in white tin ceiling panels, (Appendix 10, 
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Photograph 55) making it a character defining feature of the building. The second floor also has 

wainscoting on the bottom half of the walls, and is capped with a chair rail. (Appendix 10, 

Photograph 55) The wainscoting with chair rail is a character defining feature of the building.  

Exposed Structure: 

 There are no exposed structures in the fire station. 

5.5.3 Preservation Brief 17 Applied with Knowledge of Firefighting and Fire Station 

History 

The following is the identification and analysis of character defining features, following 

the Preservation Brief 17 outline, but with knowledge of the history of firefighting and the 

history of fire stations. The character defining features mentioned in the previous section would 

still be considered character defining features of the building. The character defining features 

listed here directly relate to the history of the building. 

 The first step is to look at the building from a distance.  

 The fire station sits on a corner lot at the intersection of Franklin and Plantation Streets. 

Because the lot location is triangular, and the building does not stand directly next to another 

structure, is a character defining feature of the fire station. Since, the fire station falls under the 

“red brick fire station” architectural style, and a character defining feature of the red brick fire 

station is that it sits on an independent block and it stands differently next to the surrounding 

buildings the location is a character defining feature.  

 The fire station’s overall form is a character defining feature however, the tower itself is a 

character defining feature in its own right. Towers, near the front of the building, were popular 

among the red brick fire station style. The tower was used as a hose drying tower, making the 

tower’s existence a vital part of the function of the fire station.  



85 
 

 

 

 The two apparatus doors in the front of the station are character defining features of the 

building. Since the one of the main functions of the fire station is to house the fire engines, the 

garage doors allow for the fire engines to enter and exit the building. 

 There is a cupola in the back of the building. Its use is not known for sure, but it most 

likely relates to the building’s use as a place to keep the horses. When the station was first built, 

the fire department was still using horses. Because of its probable relationship to a former use of 

the building, it is a character defining feature.  

 The second step is to look at the building up close.  

 On the bottom of each side of the apparatus doors there are half oval domes, which are 

painted yellow. (Appendix 10, Photograph 56) These domes are character defining features of 

the building because they were installed so that when the horses left the station the engine they 

were towing would be going straight when it left the building. Because they directly relate to the 

function of the building they are character defining features.  

 The third step is to look at the building’s interior.  

 The apparatus room on the first floor is a character defining feature as it is a significant 

space in the fire station. Since one of the main functions of the fire station was to store the fire 

apparatus, this room relates to that function.  

 The watch room, which is located off of the apparatus room, is also a character defining 

feature of the building. This room was used by fire fighters to log calls, record alarms, and take 

information from the public.  

 The second floor houses the bunk rooms and officers’ rooms. These rooms are character 

defining features of the fire station because they are significant spaces. Since one of the main 

functions of the fire station was to be a home for firefighters on duty, the bunk room, which 
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provided that function, is a character defining feature. The officers’ rooms are also character 

defining features and significant spaces because they were used as offices as well as living 

quarters for the officers, who ran the fire station and company.  

 The Bloomingdale fire station no longer has its sliding poles; however, there are openings 

in the ceiling where they once were. (Appendix 10, Photograph 57) Since sliding poles are 

character defining features of fire stations, in the case of this fire station, the openings are also 

character defining features because they represent a historical function of the building.  

 The hose tower, specifically the interior, is a character defining feature of the fire station. 

The tower was created, mainly to use as a place to dry the hose. (Appendix 10, Photograph 58) 

The equipment built into the wall that was used to dry the hose still remains and, as a result, is a 

character defining feature of the building. 
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5.6 Elm Street Fire Station  

Elm Street Fire Station 

24 Elm Street, Southbridge, Massachusetts  

5.6.1 History of Station 

 The Elm Street Fire Station, located 

in downtown Southbridge, was built by 

George H. Clemence in1899. The city of 

Southbridge experienced rapid growth 

during the Industrial Revolution and into the 

Gilded Age.
167

 The Southbridge Fire Department, as a town department, was created in 1880 as a 

volunteer run department and became a full time department, in 1913.
168

 Initially, the fire 

apparatus were kept in rudimentary buildings. Within the first two decades of the Southbridge 

Fire Department’s existence, a couple of fire stations were built in the two main parts of town, 

Globe Village and the Center of Southbridge.
 169

 The creation of these fire stations coincides 

with a time when the city of Southbridge was providing more services to the residents.
170

 The 

Elm St station is the one built in the Center. 

 This fire station has been added on to two times, once in 1940, and again in 1960. The 

fire station is still used by the Southbridge Fire Department as the sole fire station for the town.  

5.6.2 National Register Description 

 In 1989, the Elm Street Fire Station was listed on the National Register of Historic 

Places. It is listed as an individual property as well as part of the Southbridge Multiple Resource 

Area National Register District of Southbridge. The fire station is listed as significant for its 

                                                           
167

 E. Woodford, S. Ceccacci, “Form B - Elm Street Fire House” (Southbridge: Southbridge Historical 

Commission, 1986) 1. 
168

 Jacques Kallanian, Southbridge Fire Fighter. In-person interview. March 25, 2013.  
169

 E. Woodford, S. Ceccacci, 2. 
170

 Ibid. 2.  

Elm St. Fire Station
Kathleen Wilson   3/25/13



88 
 

 

 

architecture, and for its relationship to community planning and government. The nomination 

form provides the following architectural description. 

  

“Composed of elements of the Classical, Gothic and Romanesque styles, this 

building is identified as a fire house by its tower and the row of arched truck 

entrances on the ground floor. The horizontal lines of the main body of the 

building, the rusticated treatment of the ground floor, the keystones above the 

second story facade windows and the modillion eave treatment are of Classical 

inspiration. The high pitched roofs and dormers are Gothic in feeling. The 

repeated round arched windows and truck bays together with the brick corbelling 

and the massiveness of the tower are Romanesque. Without the vertical accent of 

the tower, the building would have a much more Classical feel to it.  

The use of the tower was popular for all sorts of building from churches, to 

factories to commercial and public building during the late-19
th
 century as a 

picturesque architectural feature. For fire houses the tower often had two 

practical purposes; it could house a bell to sound the alarm and also serve to hang 

fire hose to dry after use.”
171

 

 

The National Register nomination form also provides a statement of significance.  

 

“The Elm Street Fire House is significant for its association with the expansion and 

development of Southbridge’s commercial and institutional center later in the 19
th
 

century, and for its impressive brick Renaissance Revival design. It meets National 

Register criteria A and C at the local level and retains integrity of setting, location, 

materials, workmanship, design, feeling, and association.”
172

 

 

The National Register nomination form also provides historical significance. 

 

“Until 1832, the only fire apparatus in Southbridge was a tub engine owned by the 

Hamilton Woolen Company. In 1932 the town appropriated $350, to be matched by 

private subscription to buy a tub engine for the town. At the same town meeting it was 

agreed to establish volunteer teams to man both the new engine and the existing Hamilton 

Mill fire apparatus. As a result, Engine Company 1 was established for the town center 

and Engine Company 2 was formed for Globe Village. The engine in the town center was 

kept at several locations in what were apparently rudimentary buildings until about 1860 

when an engine house was built on Central Street. In 1875 new steam fire engines 

replaced the old hand type. The establishment of a town fire department in 1880 was an 

important step toward modernization of the fire protection in Southbridge. During the 

1890’s two new fire houses were built. The first was Globe Village in 1894. The present 
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building was built after the town appropriated $23,000 for its construction. During this 

same period the town was able to boast an ample supply of water, supplied by hydrants 

and subterranean street reservoirs, for fighting fires. A Gamewell Fire Alarm System was 

also function during the 1890’s.”
173

 

 

Since the building is listed on the State and National Register of Historic Places any changes 

must go through state review. In 2001 an architectural description was submitted to 

Massachusetts Historical Commission. The description includes information on the interior of 

the fire station.  

 

“The original 1899 Elm Street Firehouse was designed to accommodate main floor 

Apparatus and Supply Rooms with a stair hall in the tower over a basement hose washing 

facility. On the second floor were the main Social Room with two ancillary Company 

Rooms, the Chief's Office, Veterans Room, Store Room, Battery Room, and the Hose 

Tower. The basic red brick arcaded form of the one-story projecting entrances of the 

building with its four arched doorways having rusticated voussoirs, has its roots in the 

Renaissance buildings of Tuscany in Italy. The bell tower dominating the corner of the 

building has features recalling Tuscan Italianate work. This design was derived from the 

tower of the Palazzo Vecchio in Florence as echoed in the trend-setting Boston Fire 

Headquarters Building (now the Pine Street Inn) designed by Edmund March 

Wheelwright in 1894. The bracketed compound-pitch, skirted pyramidal tower roof 

surmounts the bell stage and is supported by brick corner piers with twin Tuscan 

columns. Three Gothic-arched, slate-faced gabled dormers are spaced evenly along each 

side of the gray slate roof. A later addition to the west end has two steel lintel supported 

rectilinear bay doors with simple horizontal rusticated brickwork. A large panel over the 

original main tower pedestrian entrance is inscribed ‘FIRE DEPARTMENT 

HEADQUARTERS’”'
174

 

 

The Elm Street Fire Station has a direct relationship to the history of Southbridge. The building, 

with the exception of the two additions, remains the same. (Appendix 22) 

5.6.3 Preservation Brief 17 Applied to Elm Street Fire Station 

The following is an analysis of Elm Street Fire Station in Southbridge, Massachusetts, in 

regards to character defining elements using the Preservation Brief 17 model, with no knowledge 

of the history of fire stations and firefighting. 

The first step is to examine the building from a distance. 
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Shape: 

The fire station is a three-story building with a mansard roof.
175

 The building also has a 

one-story addition and a five-story tower. The overall shape of the building, which is a large 

rectangular shape, is a character defining feature. (Appendix 11, Photograph 59) 

Roof and Roof Features: 

The main structure of the building has a steep hipped roof. There are dormers along the 

roof which adds character to the roof line. (Appendix 11, Photograph 59) 

Openings: 

The first floor of the building has a series of six openings, (six apparatus doors). Three of 

the openings are arched and one is semi-arched, which are part of the original building. The 

semi-arched opening is within a section of the building that is slightly projecting from the 

building. There are two rectangular openings on the addition to the southwest side of the 

building. (Appendix 11, Photograph 59) These openings are character defining features as they 

relate to the function of the building. There is an arched pedestrian door, which is in the same 

pattern as the apparatus doors. (Appendix 11, Photograph 60) The windows along the second 

story façade relate to the doors below. Above each arched door are two arched windows, and 

above the semi-arched door there are two semi-arched windows. Above the pedestrian door, 

there are two arched windows. This relationship and pattern is a character defining feature. The 

remaining windows on the first and second floor are semi-arched and paired together. This 

pattern is a character defining feature. On the third level of the tower, there are three pairs of 

narrow windows on each side of the tower. This pattern of opening is a character defining 

feature. The top of the tower has a set of three openings on each side. These openings are not 
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windows as the top of the tower is open air. This opening is a character defining feature. 

(Appendix 11, Photograph 60) 

Projections: 

The most prominent projection on the building is the tower on the north east corner of the 

building. The tower is five stories tall with an open air top floor. The tower is topped with a steep 

pitched, pyramid roof. (Appendix 11, Photograph 60) The tower is a character defining feature of 

the building.  

Trim and Secondary Features: 

The pedestrian door and each of the apparatus doors on the original building are trimmed 

with horizontal brick arches around them. This trim is a character defining feature. The main 

façade second story arched windows are trimmed with arched brick work which begins with a 

piece of limestone masonry, and is topped with a limestone keystone. This trim is a character 

defining feature. There is limestone coursing between the first and second story of the building. 

This coursing separates the bottom half of the building with the top half. This coursing is a 

character defining feature. (Appendix 11, Photograph 61) There are limestone lintels capping the 

top and bottom of the narrow rectangular windows on the tower. This trim is a character defining 

feature. The roof of the tower has large brackets at each corner. These brackets are character 

defining features. There is a layered arched brick cornice along the top of the building. This 

cornice is a character defining feature. (Appendix 11, Photograph 61) 

 

Materials: 

The majority of the building, with the exception of the limestone details, is red brick. The 

brick is a character defining feature as it relates to many of the buildings in the area which are 
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also brick. The roof, on the façade side of the building, is slate while all the other sides of the 

building are asphalt shingle. The gray slate is a character defining feature of the building.  

Setting: 

The building takes up the majority of the lot, with the exception of parking spaces. The 

building is located downtown and in keeping with the downtown feel, is only slightly set back 

from the curb. The building’s proximity to downtown and its location along the curb is a 

character defining feature.  

The second step is to examine the building at a close range.  

Materials: 

The building is made of red brick with red tinted mortar. The combination of the red 

brick and red mortar give the building a specific look and is therefore a character defining 

feature.  

Craft Details: 

The first floor façade of the original building has horizontal projecting bands of brick. 

(Appendix 11 Figures 62. 63, 64) This treatment is a sign of high quality craftsmanship, and is 

therefore a character defining feature.  

The third step is to look at the interior of the building.  

 

 

Individual Spaces: 

The large apparatus room on the first floor is a character defining feature, as it is a large 

space that is vital to the function of the building. The entrance way, which is located within the 
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tower, is a character defining feature because it is an open area where the large wooden staircase 

is located.  

Related Spaces and Sequence of Spaces: 

In the second story, there is a large open room at the center of the building. There are also 

two smaller rooms, on the east side of the building, which opens up into the large space. These 

three rooms are related to each other in design and are therefore character defining features.  

Interior Finishes: 

The large open room on the second story has tin ceilings. The tin ceiling is a character 

defining feature of the building because they are a historic decorative feature. (Appendix 11, 

Photograph 65) 

Surface Finishes and Materials: 

There are no elements of the building that relate to this aspect. 

Exposed Structure: 

The basement of the building has concrete vaults which support the weight on the 

apparatus floor. This exposed structure is a character defining feature. (Appendix 11, Photograph 

66) 

5.6.4 Preservation Brief 17 Applied with Knowledge of Firefighting and Fire Station 

History 

The following is the identification and analysis of character defining features, following 

the Preservation Brief 17 outline, but with knowledge of the history of firefighting and the 

history of fire stations. The character defining features mentioned in the previous section would 

still be considered character defining features of this building. The character defining features 

listed here directly relate to the history of the building. 

The first step is to examine the building from a distance. 
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The fire station is a large brick building which takes up the majority of the lot. The size, 

in conjunction with the material, is a character defining feature of the building, as it falls under 

the red brick style of fire station.  

The large apparatus doors are character defining features. Since the main function of the 

fire station is to house the fire engines, the apparatus doors allow for the fire engines to enter and 

exit the building.   

The tower, in the northeast corner is a character defining feature. Towers are very 

common features of red brick fire stations. This tower was not used to dry hose; there is a 

separate shaft within the building that is used to dry the hose. This tower was used to house the 

siren. The tower, although important for its use as a place to hold the bell then siren, is more 

important as an element of the red brick fire station style because the tower helped identify the 

building as a fire station.  

The second step is to examine the building up close. 

On the bottom of each side of the apparatus doors, there are half oval domes. These 

domes are character defining features of the building because they were installed so that when 

the horses left the station, the engine they were towing would be going straight when it left the 

building. Because they directly relate to the function of the building, they are character defining 

features.  

The tower has three decorative features to it. One is above the door where there is an 

inscription that reads “Fire Department Headquarters.” This inscription is a character defining 

feature of the building as it relates to the function of the building. (Appendix 11, Photograph 67) 

The second decorative feature is an engraving which reads “1899,” which is the year the station 

was built. (Appendix 11, Photograph 68) This engraving is a character defining feature of the 
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building. The third decorative feature is the Maltese cross. (Appendix 11, Photograph 69)   The 

Maltese cross is a symbol of the fire service. This symbol represents the use of the building and 

the history of firefighting, and is therefore a character defining feature.  

The third step is to examine the interior of the building.  

The apparatus room on the first floor is a character defining feature as it is a significant 

space in the fire station. Since one of the main functions of the fire station was to store the fire 

apparatus, this room relates to that function.  

The fire poles within the building are character defining features as they were used as a 

means of egress and are just as significant as a staircase. (Appendix 11, Photograph 70) 
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5.7 Taylor Square Fire Station  

Taylor Square Fire Station 

113 Garden Street, Cambridge, 

Massachusetts 

 

5.7.1 History of Station 

 The Taylor Square Fire Station, 

located in Cambridge, was built in 1904 by 

architect Charles Greco. The station 

houses Engine Company 8, Ladder 

Company 4, and Division 2. Originally, the station housed only Engine Company 8 and Ladder 

Company 4, which were created in 1905; Division 2 was established in 1956 and originally ran 

out of fire headquarters. In 1988 Division 2 was moved to Taylor Square.
176

  

 In 2004, the fire station was renovated. The exterior was preserved, but the interior was 

gutted and completely rebuilt to better serve the companies. Original drawings show that the 

basic layout stayed the same. 

 In 1982, the Taylor Square fire station was listed on the National Register of Historic 

Places. The fire station is listed as an individual property, as well as part of the Multiple 

Resource Area National Register District of Cambridge. The station is significant in terms of 

architecture, community planning, and politics/government. The nomination form provides a 

statement of significance.  

The Taylor Square Fire House was designed in 1904 by Charles Greco, a prolific 

local architect whose area commissions include the Main Post Office in 

Cambridge (1932) and numerous residences and schools.  

The Firehouse occupies a triangular lot. The functional design incorporates 

elements of several exotic styles within a standard plan. The tower and boldly 
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projecting cornice feature wooden brackets, related some-what to the California 

Bungalow style, while the patterned brick work of the parapet and the Neo-

Moorish arches of the engine bays provide additional unusual detail. The building 

is one of six firehouses built within a few years of each other at the turn of the 

century. All were executed be different architects, and the Taylor Square station is 

the most accomplished of the group. For this reason, only this fire station is being 

nominated. 
177

   

(Appendix 23) 

 

5.7.2 Preservation Brief 17 Applied to Taylor Square Fire Station 

The following is an analysis of Taylor Square Fire Station in Cambridge, Massachusetts, 

in regards to character defining elements using the Preservation Brief 17 model, with no 

knowledge of the history of fire stations and Firefighting 

The first step is to examine the building from a distance. 

Shape: 

The fire station is a two story, rectangular structure with four projections, one of which is 

a four story tower. The overall shape of the building is a character defining feature. (Appendix 

12, Photograph 71) 

Roof and Roof Features: 

The main structure of the building has a flat roof with a parapet. The parapet has 

decorative stone work in the brick work and has decorative molding along the top. The roof of 

the tower is a shallow pitched hipped roof. The flat roof and the parapet, along with the roof of 

the tower, are character defining features. (Appendix 12, Photograph 71) 

Openings: 

The main façade’s openings give the building the majority of its character. The main 

floor has three large arched apparatus doors. These doors are character defining features because 
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they relate to the function of the building. The arrangement of the doors also contributes to the 

building’s character by adding symmetry to the façade. Directly above each apparatus door is a 

set of three six-over-six sash windows. These windows balance the second floor façade with the 

first floor façade. In between the set of three windows are two narrow four-over-four windows. 

These windows add to the balance between the second floor windows, as well as the second and 

first floors. (Appendix 12, Photograph 71) There is a pedestrian door on the main façade of the 

tower. (Appendix 12, Photograph 72) This opening, as a main entrance for pedestrians, is a 

character defining feature. The majority of the windows are either twelve-over-twelve, or nine-

over-nine sash windows. These windows are character defining features. The tower has a narrow, 

six-over-nine-over-twelve window. These large windows add to the linear aspect of the tower 

and are therefore character defining features. The top of the tower is an open area. (Appendix 12, 

Photograph 72) This open area is a character defining feature.  

Projections: 

The major projection on the building is the cornice. The cornice boldly projects from the 

building and is supported by thick brackets. Because the cornice dominates the upper story of the 

building, it is a character defining feature. The heavy cornice is matched with the cornice on the 

tower. (Appendix 12, Photograph 72) The two pedestrian doors are topped with a heavily 

decorated gable projection. (Appendix 12, Photograph 73) This projection over the door mirrors 

the cornice along the top of the building.  

Trim and Secondary Features: 

The three apparatus doors are outlined with a decorative brick arch. This brick work is a 

character defining feature because it adds to the apparatus doors, which are also character 

defining features. (Appendix 12, Photograph 74) The windows on the main façade are outlined 
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with decorative stone and brick work. This trim adds to the character of the building by 

accenting the windows, which are character defining features. The decorative stone and brick 

work around the set of three windows is mimicked along the center of the parapet, which adds 

character to the parapet. (Appendix 12, Photograph 75) 

Materials: 

The station is made primarily of red brick. The red brick is a character defining feature 

because of the color which makes it stands out. The decorative stone work is also a character 

defining feature because the change in material and color add a contrast to the red brick.  

Setting: 

The station sits on the back edge of a triangular lot. The building fills up the majority of 

the wide end of the triangular lot with the narrower end as part of the drive way and side walk. 

The location of the station, at the center of the intersection, allows the station to be the center 

point of the area. (Appendix 12, Photograph 71) 

The second step is to examine the building up close. 

Materials: 

The brick is red with a smooth texture. The brick is connected with a light mortar. The 

decorative stone work along with the painted wood brackets and cornice is similar in color to the 

mortar. The mixture of these materials adds to the character of the building. (Appendix 12, 

Photograph 76) The parapet is topped with copper, which protects the brick and has a similar 

color to the brick. The copper is a character defining feature.    

Craft Details: 

The building has elaborate brickwork throughout the building. The brick has a Flemish 

bond, which is a character defining feature. The brick work around the arched apparatus doors is 
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highly decorative and the result of a skilled mason. This is clear because the brick work 

alternates with projecting bricks and injecting bricks. The brick and stone work along the 

windows and parapet is elaborate, with diagonal brick work and clean cut stones.  

  The third step is to examine the interior of the building.  

Individual Spaces: 

The first floor is mainly comprised of the apparatus room. (Appendix 12, Photograph 77) 

This room is a character defining feature because of its function and that it is the main area 

within the building.  

Related Spaces and Sequences of Spaces: 

There are no elements of the building that relate to this aspect. 

Interior Features: 

The room off of the apparatus room has a large fire place. The fireplace is original to the 

building and has elaborate brick work. (Appendix 12, Photograph 78) The fireplace is a character 

defining feature.  

Surface Finishes and Materials: 

 Since the building has a new interior, there are no surface finishes and materials that 

relate to the character of the building. 

Exposed Structure: 

There is no exposed structure within the building that relates to the character of the 

building.  

5.7.3 Preservation Brief 17 Applied with Knowledge of Firefighting and Fire Station 

History 

The following is the identification and analysis of character defining features, following 

the Preservation Brief 17 outline, but with knowledge of the history of firefighting and the 
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history of fire stations. The character defining features mentioned in the previous section would 

still be considered character defining features of the building. The character defining features 

listed here directly relate to the history of the building. 

 The first step is to examine the building from a distance.  

 The fire station is a large brick building which takes up the majority of the lot. The size, 

in conjunction with the materials, is a character defining feature of the building as it falls under 

the style of the red brick fire station.  

 The large apparatus doors are character defining features. Since the main function of the 

station is to house the fire engines, the garage doors allow for the fire engines to enter and exit 

the building.  

 The tower on the garden street side is a character defining feature. The tower was not 

used to dry hose. The tower is more of a decorative feature than a function feature. Despite the 

fact that it does not have a functional aspect, the tower is still a character defining feature; 

decorative towers are common features for the style of the fire station because it draws attention 

to the building and helps identify the building as a fire station.  

 The second step is to examine the building up close.  

On the bottom of each side of the apparatus doors, there are half oval domes. These 

domes are character defining features of the building because they were installed so that when 

the horses left the station, the engine they were towing would be going straight when it left the 

building. Because they directly relate to the function of the building, they are character defining 

features.  

The third step is to examine the interior of the building.  
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Despite the fact that the building was renovated in 2004, the basic layout of the building 

is similar to the historic layout. The apparatus room on the first floor is a character defining 

feature because it is significant space in the fire station. Since one of the main functions of the 

fire station was to store the fire apparatus, this room relates to that function. The second story 

also has a designated area for the firefighters to sleep while working the overnight shift. As the 

fire station is also used as a place for firefighters to reside while working, the bedroom space is a 

character defining feature of the building. There are also separate spaces on the second floor the 

officer on duty for each division. These rooms show the hierarchy within the company. Since 

these rooms relate to the social aspect of the occupation, these rooms are character defining 

features. The station still has its sliding poles which are still used. The fire poles are character 

defining features as they are means of egress and are just as significant of a staircase. 
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CHAPTER 6: ANALYSIS AND CONCLUSION 

 The preservation of historic places includes the preservation of the character defining features of 

that place. The National Park Service, through Preservation Brief 17, has outlined the process for 

identifying character defining features. However, this method falls short when evaluating a building type 

with which the professional or non-expert is not familiar. Historic fire stations are one of those building 

types. Despite the fact that fire stations can be found in every community across the country, they are not 

a building type that the average person enters or spends time in, and thus that person, therefore if a 

rehabilitation is being done on a historic fire station and the owner and or architect is not familiar with 

fire stations it will be difficult to properly identify the character defining features. 

 Fire stations directly relate to the people who use them: firefighters. The profession of firefighting 

has changed over the years both from a technology and a social aspect. The role of fire stations directly 

relate to those changes. Since the building reflects both those aspects, the history of firefighting must be 

understood in order to better understand the building and the character defining features.  

 This study looks at six different fire stations in Massachusetts that fall under one of two 

architectural styles. These however are not the typical architectural styles because fire stations have their 

own architectural history. The study examined each building using the Preservation Brief 17 model. This 

model was applied to the building with no knowledge of the history of the building or the history of 

firefighting and then again with knowledge of the building and the history of firefighting. This was done 

to determine if Preservation Brief 17 is an effective tool when looking at buildings that the average 

person may not be familiar with, in this case fire stations.  

 

6.1 Storefront Fire Station Results 

 Based on the limited literature, the storefront fire station style should be a narrow, two- or three-

story, symmetrical building. There are large apparatus doors in the front with a pedestrian entrance at the 

front.  The building will often have a tower. In regard to decoration, the building will have a cornice on 



104 
 

 

 

the top with ground floor exterior details. Windows are often in a row. The reason for this design directly 

relates to the history of firefighting. These fire stations were designed to blend in with the surrounding 

buildings as to not draw attention to the building thus they were typically on a narrow site. This is 

because fire fighters were not popular heroes like they once were in the mid 1800’s.  

 The interior of the store front fire station has a large apparatus room on the first floor with a 

meeting room, and sleeping quarters on the second floor. This design relates to the history of firefighting. 

It was at this time when fire departments were being taken over by the municipality and fire fighters were 

now paid employees and required sleeping and living quarters as many fire fighters worked for days 

without a break. (Appendix 15) 

 Most of the case studies have all of the elements listed above.  Both the Congress Street and 

Quinsigamond Fire Stations are narrow, symmetrical buildings but do not have towers. The Providence 

Street Fire Station is more square and has a tower at the rear of the building. All three of the stations have 

large apparatus doors in the front of the building. However, only the Providence Street station has a 

pedestrian entrance in the front, the Congress Street and Quinsigamond stations have pedestrian doors at 

the front corner of the building. All three stations have a row of windows on the upper story.  

 All of these elements, excluding the pedestrian doors, were identified as character defining 

features using the Preservation Brief 17 model. However, the significance of the apparatus doors is not 

noted. The tower is significant as an architectural feature, but not solely because it is an architectural 

feature; often times it was functional. In regard to the Providence Street Fire Station, the tower was used 

to dry hose, a vital function of the station. The tower is located in the rear of the building, as if to not draw 

attention to it, and is therefore not a focal point of the building. The pedestrian doors at the front of the 

building, which were not identified as a character defining feature using the Preservation Brief 17 outline, 

are in fact character defining features. In keeping with the storefront style, a pedestrian door at the front of 

the building made the station appear more like a regular building. Also, with a door at the front, it became 

part of the public way, unlike with the volunteer fire stations where entry was more private.  
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 The architectural details on the building are character defining features. Although the details are 

common architectural details for the architectural style of the building, there is no symbolism in the 

details that relate to firefighting, thus they are significant for just existing.  

 All three of the stations have a large apparatus room on the first floor. This room is identified as a 

character defining feature for both methods. Because the room is a large open space its existence makes it 

a character defining feature however, the use of the room, as a place to house the fire engines and trucks, 

also makes it a character defining feature.  

 All three of the stations also have a meeting room and sleeping quarters. These spaces were not 

recognized as character defining features using the Preservation Brief 17 model. Since the upper story of 

the station functioned similarly to a house, these spaces are significant. During the time these stations 

were built, firefighters were paid and worked over-night shifts, requiring a sleeping area. The meeting 

area is significant as it is a place of social gathering or a place of business.  

 Through research of literature on the history of firefighting, as well as through information 

gathered on site visits, there are other character defining features, both exterior and interior, that are 

significant to the buildings.  

On the exterior of all three stations, there are half dome pillars at the bottom of the apparatus 

doors. These pillars are a character defining feature as they served a functional purpose for the fire 

station. They were in place to ensure that the horse drawn apparatus’ wheels were headed straight when it 

left the station. It helped protect the edge of the building from damage from the apparatus, thus they are 

character defining features of the building.  

 The Providence Street and Quinsigamond fire stations have a small cupola on the rear of the 

building. Although this element is noted using the Preservation Brief 17 model, its true significance is not 

explained. When the stations were built, part of their function, mainly at the rear of the station, was to 

house horses. The cupola, although no official evidence has been found to state its purpose, was 

traditionally used on barns to help vent the loft area used for storing hay and is assumed to be for a similar 
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purpose on a fire station. It was near the rear of the building above the areas used to house and support the 

horses.   

 In the interior of the station there are more character defining features. In all three stations there is 

a small room on the first floor, near the front entrance of the building. This room, the watch room, is a 

separate space from the apparatus room. This room served in the function of the station, as it was a place 

used by fire fighters to take reports from the public as well as receive and log calls and alarms. The watch 

rooms of the Providence Street and Congress Street stations are surrounded by windows that look out into 

the apparatus room. An interesting feature of these two rooms is that they are raised above the regular 

floor level. Although no reason was given as to why it was raised, the fact that both stations, one in 

Boston and one in Worcester, have raised rooms, it would be reasonable to assume that there was a 

specific reason, and is therefore significant. In the Quinsigamond fire station, this area was a later 

addition to the building; however, it still is significant to the building.  

 Although the sleeping quarters are mentioned as significant according to the literature each 

station also has separate rooms that were used by the officers. These rooms are separate from the sleeping 

quarters as if to show rank, as a fire company has rank much like the military.   

 Although sliding poles were not directly listed under the features of a storefront fire station, the 

literature does identify sliding poles, in any station, as character defining features. Both the Congress 

Street and Providence Street stations still have their sliding poles intact while the fire poles in the 

Quinsigamond station were removed. Fire poles are probably one of the most publically recognizable 

aspects of a fire station. The sliding poles serve as a means of egress and are therefore just as significant 

as a staircase. In Worcester, they are also significant because the Worcester Fire Department is the place 

where the brass sliding pole was invented. The sliding poles serve a vital function within the station, and 

are therefore character defining features.  

 A secondary feature in sleeping quarters of the Quinsigamond station and the officers rooms in 

the Providence Street station are the closets. The city of Worcester’s fire department worked on a three-

shift cycle. Therefore in each of the officers’ rooms, as well as in the sleeping quarters, were closets, one 
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for each person on that shift. These closets represent the work cycle of the company, which was a new 

way of doing things compared to the volunteer companies of earlier years.  

 There are specific character defining features for each station.  

 The Providence Street Fire Station has two character defining features that are distinctive to the 

station. One is the change of materials. The Secretary of Interior Standards for Rehabilitation sites that 

evidence of changes throughout time are significant features. In the Providence Street Fire Station, there 

is physical evidence of how the building has evolved over time. Most notably the change in materials in 

what is now the apparatus room. The front of the room has wainscoting on the walls while the rear of the 

room has brick walls. This change in materials represents the former separation of space. The rear of the 

building, when first built, was used to house the horses, therefore a finer finish was not used, where as in 

the original apparatus room, which was more of a public space, a finer finish was used. The second 

feature in this large brick fire station is the watch room. The fireplace, with Greek Revival detailing in the 

mantel, dominates the watch room and is an exclusive feature to this building. 

 The Quinsigamond station has a feature in the basement that is not exceptional among fire 

stations but is exclusive among the case studies. In the basement, there is a rectangular brick fixture; it is 

part of the hose drying area. Since there was no tower in this station, the hose was dried horizontally in 

the basement. During this time, when towers were not always used so that the station would blend in with 

its surroundings, hose was dried by drying racks. 

 Although each of the three stations is currently being used in different ways, in their current state, 

many of the original features, as noted in original plans, and many of the character defining features of the 

stations, are still intact. Each station is different in its own way, but has similarities through the fact that 

they all are considered storefront fire stations.  

 Through the site visits and research on the history of firefighting and fire stations, new character 

defining features were found; features that would not have been identified using solely the Preservation 

Brief 17 model. The loss of those features that are only identifiable with knowledge of the history of 

firefighting and fire stations would result in the loss of significant character to the building.  
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6.2 Red Brick Fire Station Results 

 Based on the literature, a Red Brick Fire Station should be a large brick building, which sits on a 

large lot, has a prominent tower, large arched doors, and architectural detail. Inside the stations should be 

a large apparatus room, meeting room, offices, living quarters, sliding poles, and an area that would have 

been used as a hayloft. (Appendix 16) 

 The three case studies, the Elm Street Fire Station, the Taylor Square Fire Station, and the 

Bloomingdale Fire Station all have these elements.  

 The first element that makes a Red Brick fire station is the red brick. The Elm Street and Taylor 

Square stations are both made of red brick. The Bloomingdale Station is made of yellow brick but despite 

the fact that it is made of yellow brick, the station still falls under the category of a red brick fire station. 

Red was a popular building material at this time and was often used in municipal buildings to stand out. 

The red brick, along with the other features, made a statement that the building was a fire station.  

 The station was often a large building, which required a large lot. A fire stations’ size at this time 

directly relates to the way firefighting companies were being organized as well as how the public felt 

about the fire department. During this time, many departments were bringing more than one company into 

a station which required a larger space. Also, by the 1900’s, firefighters were being seen as popular 

heroes again, like in the early days of the volunteer fire department. The fire station was a symbol of pride 

for the town or city, so large buildings were designed and built.  

 Both the Taylor Square and Bloomingdale stations sit on a triangular lot and dominate the 

landscape of the intersection that they sit in. The Elm Street Fire Station is in the center of the city, and is 

matched in size by city hall across the street. The location of the three are significant not only because 

they are clearly seen, but they also reflect, specifically in regards to the Taylor Square and Bloomingdale 

Stations, that the neighborhood needed more protection from fire as it expanded. Location and shape is 

something that is noted in the Preservation Brief 17 model, however, the true significance of the site and 

building size is only understood with the knowledge of the history of firefighting and fire stations.  
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 Each of the three stations also has a prominent tower. The Bloomingdale station’s tower had a 

functional purpose; it was used to dry the hose. The Taylor Square and Elm Street stations’ towers were 

not used to dry hose; they were simply statement features of the design. Towers, even when not 

functional, were built to draw attention to the building, to make a statement that this was a fire station. 

The tower was a feature that the general public could see and know that the building was a fire station. 

The presence of the tower represents the pride the people and the city had in its fire department. Although 

these towers mainly served as a design element, they also were used as observation towers for an on duty 

firefighter to look out over the area to spot smoke.  

 Another key element that all three stations have is the arched apparatus doors. The literature does 

not state a specific reason why the majority of the doors were arched, but it is assumed that it was a 

design element that added a grander look to the building. All three of the case studies have arched 

apparatus doors.  

 Within the building, the first floor is dominated with a large apparatus room. The large floor is a 

result of many companies being combined under one roof. The Bloomingdale fire station, in comparison 

to the Elm Street and Taylor Square, is smaller and therefore has a smaller apparatus room however; the 

main part of the front of the building of the station is dedicated to the apparatus room. The size is 

probably due to the fact that the Bloomingdale station only held two companies, as it was one of the many 

fire stations throughout the city of Worcester. The Elm Street Station, in Southbridge, which has had 

additions to its apparatus room, now holds the entire city’s fleet of fire trucks, engines, and ambulances. 

The Taylor Square station has three bays which allows it to hold trucks and engines for both companies as 

well as division two. Since Taylor Square serves only a certain area of the city of Cambridge, the room 

did not need to be large enough to hold the whole City of Cambridge’s fleet of engines and trucks.  

 All three of the stations have a mix of architectural design features on the exterior of the building. 

These features added to the style of the building to make the building look grand and are a point of pride.  

 The second floors of all three stations have a meeting area, sleeping quarters, and offices. 

Meeting rooms are present in every station. As companies grew meeting rooms became vital. They were a 
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place to socialize, as well as conduct meeting for the company, and were also used by the public. The Elm 

Street Station has three large rooms which can serve as meeting rooms. Historically, the meeting room 

was the large room in the center of the building, which is now part of the sleeping quarters. The Taylor 

Square station did not originally have a designated meeting room; however, there were two lounging 

rooms on the first floor and a company room on the second floor. As a result of the renovation, there is 

still no designated meeting room although the kitchen, which is where the stables used to be, as well as 

the lounging rooms could serve as a meeting room. The Bloomingdale station has a meeting and lounging 

room on the second floor.  

The sleeping quarters vary in each station. The Elm Street’s sleeping quarters are not original. 

When the station was built the fire department still functioned on a volunteer level so sleeping areas were 

not needed. However, when the department became a paid department, the meeting room was made 

smaller by adding a row on two walls of small rooms. Although they show change, these rooms are more 

of a secondary feature to the building. The Taylor Square station’s sleeping quarters, although new as a 

result of the renovation, are in the same location as the original sleeping quarters and extend into the 

hayloft, making that space significant. The Bloomingdale station’s sleeping quarters was a large room in 

the rear of the building. The room is currently divided by a partition wall to separate sleeping areas from 

the lockers.  

Each station has designated offices. The Elm Street Station has two offices located near the front 

of the second floor near the stair case and tower which are still used as offices. The Taylor Square Station, 

according to the original plans, did not have a designated officer’s room, although one was probably used 

by officers only. Today, the rooms near the front of the building are offices for each company and 

division two. There is also an open office in the center of the second story that is used by the companies 

and division two. The Bloomingdale station has two offices directly off of the meeting room, one for each 

company.  

Historically, fire stations would have had haylofts located above the stables. Original plans for the 

Taylor Square station show the hayloft. As no original plans were found of the Bloomingdale station, it 
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would be assumed that the location of the hayloft would have been in the same place. The Elm Street 

Station did not house their horses in the station, so no hayloft was needed.  

As was the case with the storefront fire stations, the sliding pole is a character defining feature. 

Sliding poles are probably one of the most well-known aspects of a fire station. The sliding poles serve as 

a means of egress and are therefore just as significant as a staircase. In Worcester, they are also significant 

because the Worcester Fire Department is the place where the brass sliding pole was invented. The fire 

poles serve a vital function within the station and are therefore character defining features. 

 Through further research on the history of firefighting, as well as through information gathered 

on site visits, there are other character defining features, both exterior and interior, that are significant to 

the building. 

 The most significant feature that would have been overlooked without the knowledge of the 

history of firefighting is on the tower of the Elm Street Fire Station. There is a small stone medallion on 

the tower. The medallion is of the Maltese cross which has been a symbol of firefighting since the 

nineteenth century. Although the literature is vague on how it became the symbol of firefighting, it is 

significant within the field of firefighting. The presence of the cross on the building makes it known that 

the building is a fire station. The cross is a character defining feature of the building. 

 Each station has its own distinctive character and unique features. The Taylor Square fire station 

has a fire place located in the lounging room on the first floor. The Taylor Square station also has sliding 

poles which are still used and in the same location as the original poles. The Elm Street station has a 

carved stone panel on the tower, stating that the building is the Fire Department Headquarters, as well as 

the Maltese Cross.  

  Each of the three case studies allows a different perspective into the red brick fire station style. 

The Bloomingdale station, although not an obvious type of red brick fire station, allows a look at the style 

adapted to a smaller building. The station also has elaborate woodwork and wainscoting throughout the 

building. The Elm Street Station, which to this day continues to function as a fire station, still holds all of 

the exterior and interior features that are original to the building, despite the fact that there have been two 
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additions. The Taylor Square Station, on the exterior, provides a text book example of a Red Brick fire 

station. A major interior renovation project in 2004 demonstrates how the historic building could be 

renovated to meet today’s demands. The important part of the renovation is that it kept a similar plan to 

the original building.  

Through the site visits and research on the history of firefighting and fire stations new character 

defining features were found that would not have been identified using solely the Preservation Brief 17 

model. The loss of those features that were only identifiable with knowledge of the history of firefighting 

and fire stations would result in the loss of significant character to the building.  

6.3 Preservation Brief 17  

 Preservation Brief 17 is an effective tool when identifying character defining features of a 

building that is familiar to that person, for instance a house or commercial building. When applied to 

buildings that are not familiar to the non-expert person, such as fire stations, further guidance must be 

given. Without knowledge of the history of firefighting and its relationship to the history of fire stations, 

many character defining features would have been overlooked when examining each case study.   

Since the publication of Preservation Brief 17 the National Park Service, has created briefs on the 

preservation of specific building types, such as barns and gas stations. In each of the briefs, it gives 

examples of different types and typical character defining features for each. In order to ensure the proper 

preservation of certain building types, such as fire stations, either a brief or other form of publication is 

needed. This could be daunting as there are many different styles of fire stations that relate to the 

evolution of firefighting, specifically the social history. An alternative would be to create a brief, similar 

to Preservation Brief 17, which outlines the basic process of understanding a specific building type. The 

research on the history of the building may not need to be as extensive as the research needed for a 

historical significance statement for the National Register, but a list of sources where information on the 

history of the building use and the building type is available. 
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 Since the preservation of character defining features is such a large part of any preservation 

project, it is vital to identify all of the character defining features. In these six case studies Preservation 

Brief 17 alone would not have identified all of the character defining features of the fire stations.  

6.4 Limitations 

 When studying historic buildings, it is always beneficial to have a copy of the original plans and a 

good understanding of the current plan of the building. In many cases, plans of the building were 

available, however in the case of the Elm Street Station no plans were found and original plans of the 

Bloomingdale Station and the Congress Street station were not found, although later plans of the building 

were. The lack of original plans for these buildings limited the knowledge of how the station once looked 

and evolved over the years.  

   The case studies that were chosen were mainly chosen due to location and accessibility. 

Although each case study was successful in solving the problem, there are other fire stations that could 

have fit the two style categories better. This limitation of location and accessibility did not negatively 

affect the results, but case studies that better fit the categories could have furthered solving the problem, 

and may have been a better example of specific character defining features of the two styles.  

6.5 Recommendations for Further Research 

 In future studies it would be recommended that once a clear foundation of expert valued character 

defining features was created from a preservationist’s and a historian’s knowledge, then a list of character 

defining features would also be created from the firefighter’s knowledge which would be compiled from 

interviews. Although a firefighter or tour guide with knowledge of the history of firefighting was present 

at every site visit, their opinions were not asked. This study was expert valued based, however in the case 

of fire stations, the opinion of the people who work and spend a great deal of time in them also matters. 

There is a unique bond within the firefighting field that ties fire fighters from all over together. Further 

research could be done to see if that bond extends to the fire station and what they see as a significant 

feature of the fire station as firefighters are experts on fire stations as well, especially in how they are 
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used. Understanding how firefighters or even the general public value historic fire stations will further 

identify character defining features.  

 Through the site visits, it was noticeable that the firefighters had some form of connection or 

comment about a specific aspect of the fire station; those comments and observations were not included in 

the results.  

 Since all of the case studies were located in Massachusetts, it is not proven in this study that these 

character defining features are the same throughout the country. Although the literature supports the idea 

that the style movements of fire stations were the same throughout the nation that cannot be proven 

through this study, further study of fire stations across the country could prove that theory.  

6.6 Conclusion 

 When this study first began, it became clear that a major problem was the lack of an accessible 

definition for character defining features. Through research, a clearer understanding of that term has been 

reached. With the foundation of what a character defining feature is, the research was able to connect 

history with character defining features. In the case of fire stations, the social and technical history of 

firefighting directly related to the design of the buildings.  

Fire stations, specifically the storefront fire station and the red brick fire station tell the story of 

the profession of firefighters under the control of a municipality. The design of fire stations evolved and 

changed with the public’s opinion of the firefighters. When they were admired and revered the stations 

were prominent buildings but as public opinion waned the stations were built to blend into the streetscape.  

Without the connection and understanding of character defining features, the history of 

firefighting, and the architectural history of fire stations, these buildings cannot be properly preserved. 

This body of work provides new information that will further the preservation of fire stations. 
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APPENDICES 

APPENDIX 1 – HISTORY OF FIREFIGHTING 

 

Photograph 1:  Greek Revival 

Warren Fire Museum, Warren RI. 1846-47. 
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Photograph 2: Italianate 

Phoenix Fire Museum, Mobile Alabama 1859. 

http://www.museumofmobile.com/phoenix_museum.php 

  

http://www.museumofmobile.com/phoenix_museum.php
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 Photograph 3: Storefront 

Ladder 16 Company: 766 Amsterdam Avenue New York, New York.  
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Photograph 4: Focal in City 

Central Fire Station Ann Arbor Michigan 1882-83 

http://wikimapia.org/4493123/Ann-Arbor-Hands-On-Museum 

  

http://wikimapia.org/4493123/Ann-Arbor-Hands-On-Museum
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Photograph 5:  Horses 

Horse Harness  

http://www.salemhistory.net/images/sfd_photo_3.jpg 

  

http://www.salemhistory.net/images/sfd_photo_3.jpg
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APPENDIX 2: HISTORIC PRESERVATION CERTIFICATION APPLICATION – 

PART 1  
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APPENDIX 3: HISTORIC PRESERVATION CERTIFICATION APPLICATION – 

PART 2  
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APPENDIX 4: HISTORIC PRESERVATION CERTIFICATION APPLICATION – 

PART 3  
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APPENDIX 5: SECRETARY OF THE INTERIOR’S STANDARDS FOR 

REHABILITATION  
 

1. A property will be used as it was historically or be given a new use that requires minimal 

change to its distinctive materials, features, spaces, and spatial relationships.  

2. The historic character of a property will be retained and preserved. The removal of 

distinctive materials or alteration of features, spaces, and spatial relationships that 

characterize a property will be avoided.  

3. Each property will be recognized as a physical record of its time, place, and use. Changes 

that create a false sense of historical development, such as adding conjectural features or 

elements from other historic properties, will not be undertaken.  

4. Changes to a property that have acquired historic significance in their own right will be 

retained and preserved.  

5. Distinctive materials, features, finishes, and construction techniques or examples of 

craftsmanship that characterize a property will be preserved.  

6. Deteriorated historic features will be repaired rather than replaced. Where the severity of 

deterioration requires replacement of a distinctive feature, the new feature will match the 

old in design, color, texture, and, where possible, materials. Replacement of missing 

features will be substantiated by documentary and physical evidence.  

7. Chemical or physical treatments, if appropriate, will be undertaken using the gentlest 

means possible. Treatments that cause damage to historic materials will not be used.  

8. Archeological resources will be protected and preserved in place. If such resources must 

be disturbed, mitigation measures will be undertaken.  

9. New additions, exterior alterations, or related new construction will not destroy historic 

materials, features, and spatial relationships that characterize the property. The new work 

shall be differentiated from the old and will be compatible with the historic materials, 

features, size, scale and proportion, and massing to protect the integrity of the property 

and its environment.  

10. New additions and adjacent or related new construction will be undertaken in such a 

manner that, if removed in the future, the essential form and integrity of the historic 

property and its environment would be unimpaired.  

 

National Park Service. Standards for Rehabilitation, (Washington D.C.: National Park Service, 2001) 
http://www.nps.gov/hps/tps/standguide/rehab/rehab_standards.htm 
  

http://www.nps.gov/hps/tps/standguide/rehab/rehab_standards.htm


131 
 

 

 

APPENDIX 6: PRESERVATION BRIEFS 17 – THE ARCHITECTURAL CHARACTER 

CHECKLIST/QUESTIONNAIRE 
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APPENDIX 7: CONGRESS STREET FIRE STATION 

All photographs were taken by Kathleen M. Wilson, March 21, 2013. 

 

Photograph 6: Door Openings 
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Photograph 7:  Window Openings – Front, Second Floor 
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Photograph 8:  Window Openings – Front, Third Floor 
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Photograph 9:  Window Openings – Side, First and Second Floors 
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Photograph 10:  Window Openings – Side 
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Photograph 11; - Trim and Secondary Features – Piers 
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Photograph 12:  Trim and Secondary Features - Window Trim 
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Photograph 13:  Trim and Secondary Features – Roof 
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Photograph 14:  Craft Details 
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Photograph 15:  Exposed Structure 
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Photograph 16:  Individual Spaces 
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APPENDIX 8: PROVIDENCE STREET FIRE STATION 

All photographs were taken by Kathleen M. Wilson, March 22, 2013. 

 

 Photograph 17: – Shape 
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Photograph 18:  Door Openings 
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Photograph 19:  Window Openings – Front, Second Floor 
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Photograph 20:  Window Openings – Side 
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Photograph 21: Window Openings – Side, Basement 
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Photograph 22: Openings – Rear First and Second Floor 
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Photograph 23: Openings – Rear – Basement and First Floors 
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Photograph 24: Individual Spaces 
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Photograph 25: Interior Features 
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Photograph 26: Trim and Secondary Features 
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Photograph 27: Trim and Features – Sliding Pole 
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Photograph 12: Materials 
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APPENDIX 9: QUINSIGAMOND FIRE STATION 

All photographs were taken by Kathleen M. Wilson, May 18, 2013. 

 

Photograph 28: Shape 
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Photograph 29: Roof and Roof Features – Rear 
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Photograph 30: Roof and Roof Features – Front 
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Photograph 31: Door Openings 
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Photograph 32: Window Openings 
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Photograph 33: Trim and Secondary Features  
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Photograph 34: Materials 
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Photograph 35: Interior Features - Walls 
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Photograph 36: Interior Features – Door Trim 
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Photograph 37: Finishes and Materials – Walls and Ceiling 
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Photograph 38: Finishes and Materials – Second Floor Ceiling 
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Photograph 39: Trim and Secondary Features –External  
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Photograph 40: Trim and Secondary Features – Internal  
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APPENDIX 10: BLOOMINGDALE FIRE STATION 

All photographs were taken by Kathleen M. Wilson, April 19, 2013. 

 

Photograph 41: Shape 
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Photograph 42: Roof and Roof Features 
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Photograph 43: Window Openings – First Floor 
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Photograph 44: Openings – Tower  
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Photograph 45: Projections – Eaves  
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Photograph 46: Projections – Cornice  
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Photograph 47: Trim and Secondary Features – Arched Windows 
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Photograph 48: Materials – Red and Yellow Brick 
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Photograph 49: Craft Details – Brick Arch  
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Photograph 50: Craft Details – Exterior Corners 
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Photograph 51: Craft Details – Exterior Brick 
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Photograph 52: Craft Details – Bricks  
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Photograph 53: Finishes and Materials – Arch  
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Photograph 54: Finishes and Materials - Ceiling 
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Photograph 55: Trim and Secondary Features – Horse Guides 
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Photograph 56: Trim and Secondary Features – Interior Sliding Pole 
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Photograph 57: Trim and Secondary Features – Interior Tower 
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APPENDIX 11: ELM STREET FIRE STATION 

All photographs were taken by Kathleen M. Wilson, March 25, 2013. 

 

Photograph 58: Shape   
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Photograph 59: Openings  
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Photograph 60: Trim and Secondary Features – Façade  
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Photograph 61: Craft Details – Tower  
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Photograph 62: Craft Details – Exterior Bricks 
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Photograph 63: Craft Details – Brick Pattern 
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Photograph 64: Interior Finishes - Ceiling 
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Photograph 65: Exposed Structure – Interior  
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Photograph 66: Trim and Secondary Features – Inscription  
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Photograph 67: Trim and Secondary Features - Engraving 
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Photograph 68: Trim and Secondary Features – Maltese Cross 
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Photograph 69: Interior Features – Sliding Pole 
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APPENDIX 12: TAYLOR SQUARE FIRE STATION 

All photographs were taken by Kathleen M. Wilson, May 19, 2013. 

 

Photograph 70: Shape 
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Photograph 71: Openings  
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Photograph 72: Projections 
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Photograph 73: Trim and Secondary Features  
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Photograph 74: Trim and Secondary Features 
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Photograph 75: Materials 
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Photograph 76: Individual Spaces 
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Photograph 77: Interior Features 
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APPENDIX 13 - DEFINITIONS 

- Architectural significance: “importance of a property based on physical aspects of its 

design, materials, form, style, or workmanship, and recognized by criterion C.”
178

 

- Architectural style: “a definite type of architecture, distinguished by special 

characteristics of structure and ornament.”
179

; is essentially visual and has no necessary 

relationship to the function of a building - churches, courthouses and residences may all 

be the same architectural style.”
180

 

- Association: “link of a historic property with a historic event, activity, or person. Also, 

the quality of integrity through which a historic property is linked to a particular past time 

and place.”
181

 

- Associative characteristic: “an aspect of a property’s history that links it with historic 

events, activates, or persons.”
182

 

- Certified historic structure: “a building that is listed individually in the National Register 

of Historic Places or a building that is located in a registered historic district and certified 

by the NPS as contributing to the historic significance of that district. The “structure” 

must be a building—not a bridge, ship, railroad car, or dam.”
183

 

                                                           
178

 National Park Service. Guidelines for Completing National Register of Historic Places Form: 

Appendix IV: Glossary of National Register Terms. (Washington, DC: National Park Service, 1997) 1.   
179

 Oxford English Dictionary, s.v. “Architectural Style” 
180

 John C. Poppeliers and S. Allen Chambers Jr. What Style is it?: A Guide to American Architecture 

(Hoboken, John Wiley & Sons, Inc., 2003) viii. 
181

 National Park Service. Guidelines for Completing National Register of Historic Places Form: 

Appendix IV: Glossary of National Register Terms. (Washington, DC: National Park Service, 1997) 1.   
182

 National Park Service. Guidelines for Completing National Register of Historic Places Form: 

Appendix IV: Glossary of National Register Terms. (Washington, DC: National Park Service, 1997) 1.   
183

 National Park Service, Historic Preservation Tax Incentives. (Washington D.C. National Park Service, 

2012) 4. 
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- Certified rehabilitation: “a rehabilitation of a certified historic structure that is approved 

by the NPS as being consistent with the historic character of the property and, where 

applicable, the district in which it is located.”
184

 

- Character:  “all those visual aspects and physical features that comprise the appearance of 

every historic building.”
185

 

- Character-defining feature: “a prominent or distinctive aspect, quality, or characteristic of 

a historic property that contributes significantly to its physical character. Structures, 

objects, vegetation, spatial relationships, views, furnishings, decorative details, and 

materials may be such features.”
186

 

- Design: “Quality of integrity applying to the elements that create the physical form, plan, 

space, structure, and style of property.”
187

 

- Federal Historic Rehabilitation Tax Credit: “a 20% tax credit for the certified 

rehabilitation of certified historic structures.”
188

 

- Fire station: “a building housing fire engines and usually firefighters”
189

 

- Historical context: “an organizing structure for interpreting history that groups 

information about historic properties which share a common theme, common 

geographical location, and common time period. The development of historic contexts is 

                                                           
184

 National Park Service, Historic Preservation Tax Incentives. (Washington D.C. National Park Service, 

2012) 6. 
185

 Lee H. Nelson, Preservation Brief 17. (Washington D.C.: National Parks Service, 1988) 1. 
186

 National Park Service. NPS-28: Cultural Resource Management Guideline – Appendix A: Glossary 

(Washington, D.C.: NPS, 1998), 1, 

http://www.nps.gov/history/history/online_books/nps28/28appena.htm 
187

 National Park Service. Guidelines for Completing National Register of Historic Places Form: 

Appendix IV: Glossary of National Register Terms. (Washington, DC: National Park Service, 1997) 1.   
188

 National Park Service, Historic Preservation Tax Incentives. (Washington D.C. National Park Service, 

2012) 3.  
189

 The Merriam Webster Dictionary, s.v. “Fire Station”. 

http://www.nps.gov/history/history/online_books/nps28/28appena.htm
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a foundation for decisions about the planning, identification, evaluation, registration, and 

treatment of historic properties, based upon comparative significance.”
190

 

- Historic significance: “importance for which a property has been evaluated and found to 

meet the National Register criteria.”
191

 

- Integrity: “authenticity of a property’s historic identity, evidenced by the survival of 

physical characteristics that existed during the property’s historic or prehistoric 

period.”
192

 And; “The National Register traditionally recognizes a property's integrity 

through seven aspects or qualities: location, design, setting, materials, workmanship, 

feeling, and association.”
193

 

- Physical Characteristics: “visible and tangible attributions of a historic property or group 

of historic properties.”
194

 

- Preservation Brief: “provide guidance on preserving, rehabilitating, and restoring historic 

buildings. These NPS Publications help historic building owners recognize and resolve 

common problems prior to work. The briefs are especially useful to Historic Preservation 

Tax Incentives Program applicants because they recommend methods and approaches for 

rehabilitating historic buildings that are consistent with their historic character.”
195

 

                                                           
190

 National Park Service. Guidelines for Completing National Register of Historic Places Form: 

Appendix IV: Glossary of National Register Terms. (Washington, DC: National Park Service, 1997) 2.   
191

 National Park Service. Guidelines for Completing National Register of Historic Places Form: 

Appendix IV: Glossary of National Register Terms. (Washington, DC: National Park Service, 1997) 2.   
192

 National Park Service. Guidelines for Completing National Register of Historic Places Form: 

Appendix IV: Glossary of National Register Terms. (Washington, DC: National Park Service, 1997) 2.   
193

 National Park Service. Guidelines for Evaluation and Documenting Historic Aids to Navigation to the 

National Register of Historic Places. (Washington D.C.: National Park Service, 2013) 

http://www.nps.gov/nr/publications/bulletins/nrb34/nrb34_8.htm 
194

 National Park Service. Guidelines for Completing National Register of Historic Places Form: 

Appendix IV: Glossary of National Register Terms. (Washington, DC: National Park Service, 1997) 3.   
195

 National Park Service, “Preservation Briefs,” Technical Preservation Services,  

http://www.nps.gov/tps/how-to-preserve/briefs.htm (accessed December 20, 2013).  

http://www.nps.gov/nr/publications/bulletins/nrb34/nrb34_8.htm
http://www.nps.gov/tps/how-to-preserve/briefs.htm
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- Red brick fire station: Style of fire stations that were popular in the latter half of the 

nineteenth century (1965-1895). “The building takes up most of a city block, houses 

several fire companies together or a department headquarters, they are massive structures 

that stand out from other buildings in their neighborhoods as visual emblems of city 

government. They are big, square buildings with arched doors and prominent towers, 

almost always built of red brick.”
196

  

- Significance: “importance of a historic property as defined by the National Register 

criteria in one or more areas of significance.”
197

; Significance is based on four criteria: 

one, the property is associated “with historical events or activities”
198

; two, the property 

is associated “with important persons”
199

; three, the property is distinctive in “design or 

physical characteristics”
200

; and four, the property has the “potential to provide important 

information about prehistory of history.”
201

 

- Storefront fire station: Style of fire station that were popular in the mid to late nineteenth 

century (1853-1885). The building are “narrow, two or three stories high, squeezed 

between other buildings on a city block. Small personal entrances and windows flank the 

large apparatus doors in an arrangement not unlike the symmetrical arrangement of a 

store’s entrance and shop windows. Exterior ornament is usually confined to the ground 

floor, especially around the door, and a cornice that sometimes extends beyond the actual 

                                                           
196

 Rebecca Zurier. The American Firehouse: An Architectural and Social History. (New York: Abbeville 

Press Publishers, 1982) 89. 
197

 National Park Service. Guidelines for Completing National Register of Historic Places Form: 

Appendix IV: Glossary of National Register Terms. (Washington, DC: National Park Service, 1997) 3.   
198

 National Park Service. Guidelines for Completing National Register of Historic Places Form: Part A – 

How to Complete the National Register Registration Form. (Washington, DC: National Park Service, 

1997) 1.   
199

 Ibid. 1. 
200

 Ibid. 1. 
201

 Ibid. 1. 
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roofline to form a false front. The upper stories of the façade often consist of plain 

windows that let in as much light as possible for the meeting rooms and living 

quarters.”
202

 

  

                                                           
202

 Rebecca Zurier. The American Firehouse: An Architectural and Social History. (New York: Abbeville 

Press Publishers, 1982) 87. 
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APPENDIX 14 – CHARACTER DEFINING FEATURES OF A FIRE STATION 

 

Character defining features of a fire station 

Exterior Interior 

Large apparatus / garage doors Large open first floor / apparatus room 

Pedestrian door  Sliding poles (if the building is more than 

one story) 

Half oval domes at the side of apparatus 

door 

Watch room 

Architectural detail relating to firefighting At least one office space 

 Tower or shaft to dry hose 
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APPENDIX 15 – CHARACTER DEFINING FEATURES OF A STOREFRONT FIRE 

STATION 

Character defining features of a storefront fire station 

Exterior Interior 

Narrow building footprint Large apparatus room 

Apparatus door in front Watch room 

Pedestrian door in front or side Office or sleeping quarters on upper floors 

Multi-story Interior tower or shaft or drying racks for 

hose 

Architectural detail on façade  Different materials in the same space due 

to multiple uses (apparatus space versus 

horse stalls)  

Flat roof Sliding poles 

Close distance to or shared party wall with 

abutting buildings. 

 

Half oval domes at the side of apparatus 

door 
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APPENDIX 16 – CHARACTER DEFINING FEATURES OF A RED BRICK FIRE 

STATION 

 

Character defining features of a red brick fire station 

Exterior Interior 

Red Brick  Large apparatus room 

Large building footprint Watch room 

Multi-story Office or sleeping quarters on upper floors 

Tower  Different materials in the same space due 

to multiple uses (apparatus space versus 

horse stalls) 

Apparatus door in front Sliding poles 

Pedestrian door in front or side  

Architectural detail relating to fire fighting  

Architectural detail  

Half oval domes at the side of apparatus 

door 
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APPENDIX 17 – SURVEY SHEET EXAMPLES 

Character Defining Feature of Red Brick Fire Station 

Feature Description  Photo Number 

Red Brick    

Large building footprint   

Multi-story   

Tower    

Apparatus door in front   

Pedestrian door in front or 

side 

  

Architectural detail relating 

to fire fighting 

  

Architectural detail   

Half oval domes at the side 

of apparatus door 

  

Large apparatus room   

Watch room   

Office or sleeping quarters 

on upper floors 

  

Different materials in the 

same space due to multiple 

uses (apparatus space 

versus horse stalls) 

  

Sliding poles   

 

Character Defining Features Based on Preservation Brief:17  

Feature Description Photo 

Shape   

Roof and Roof Features   

Openings   

Projections   

Trim and Secondary 

Features 

  

Materials   

Setting   

Materials at Close Range   

Craft Details   

Individual Spaces   

Related Spaces and 

Sequence of Spaces 

  

Interior Features   

Surface Finishes and 

Materials 

  

Exposed Structure   
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APPENDIX 18 – FORT POINT CHANNEL HISTORIC DISTRICT – NATIONAL 

REGISTER NOMINATION FORMS 

These pages included here are those that contain the information about the Congress Street Fire 

Station: 1, 2, 3, 4, 5, 8, 14, 15, 20, 21, 22, 23, and 25 
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APPENDIX 19 – PROVIDENCE STREET FIRE HOUSE – NATIONAL REGISTER 

NOMINATION FORMS 
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APPENDIX 20 – QUINSIGAMOND FIREHOUSE – NATIONAL REGISTER 

NOMINATION FORMS 
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APPENDIX 21 – BLOOMINGDALE FIRE HOUSE – NATIONAL REGISTER 

NOMINATION FORMS 
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APPENDIX 22 – ELM STREET FIRE HOUSE – NATIONAL REGISTER 

NOMINATION FORMS 
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APPENDIX 23 – TAYLOR SQUARE FIREHOUSE – NATIONAL REGISTER 

NOMINATION FORMS 
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APPENDIX 24 – PRESERVATION BRIEF 18 - RECOMMENDED APPROACHES FOR 

REHABILITATING HISTORIC INTERIORS 

“Recommended Approaches for Rehabilitating Historic Interiors 

1. Retain and preserve floor plans and interior spaces that are important in defining the 

overall historic character of the building. This includes the size, configuration, 

proportion, and relationship of the rooms and corridors; the relationship of features to 

spaces; and the spaces themselves such as lobbies, reception halls, entrance halls, double 

parlors, theaters, auditoriums, and important industrial or commercial use spaces. Put 

service functions required by the building’s new use, such as bathrooms, mechanical 

equipment, and office machines, in secondary spaces.  

2. Avoid sub diving spaces that are characteristic of a building type or style or are directly 

associated with specific persons or patterns of events. Space may be sub divided both 

vertically through the insertion of new partitions or horizontally through insertion of new 

floors or mezzanines. The insertion of new additional floors should be considered only 

when they will not damage or destroy the structural system or obscure, damage, or 

destroy character defining spaces, features, or finishes. If rooms have already been 

subdivided through an earlier insensitive renovation, consider removing the partitions and 

restoring the room to its original proportions and size.  

3. Avoid making new cuts in floors and ceilings where such cuts would change character 

defining spaces and the historic configuration of such spaces. Inserting of a new atrium or 

a lightwell is appropriate only in very limited situations where the existing interiors are 

not historically or architecturally distinguished.  

4. Avoid installing dropped ceilings below ornamental ceilings or in rooms where high 

ceilings are part of the building’s character. In addition to obscuring or destroying 

significant details, such treatments will also change the space’s proportions. If dropped 

ceilings are installed in the buildings that lack character defining spaces, such as mills 

and factories, they should be well set back from the windows so they are not visible from 

the exterior.  

5. Retain and preserve interior features and finishes that are important in defining the 

overall historic character of the building. This might include columns, doors, cornices, 

baseboards, fireplaces and mantels, paneling, light fixtures, elevator cabs, hardware, and 

flooring; and wallpaper, plaster, paint, and finishes such as stenciling, marbleizing, and 

graining; and other decorative materials that accent interior features and provide color, 

texture, and patterning to walls, floors, and ceilings.  

6. Retain stairs in their historic configuration and location. If a second means of egress is 

required, consider constructing new stairs in secondary spaces. (For guidance on 

designing new additions, see Preservation Brief 14, “New Exterior Additions to Historic 

Buildings.”) The application of fire-retardant coatings, such as intumescent paints, the 

installation of fire suppression systems, such as sprinklers; and the construction of class 
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enclosures can in many cases permit retention of stairs and other character defining 

features. 

7. Retain and preserve visible features of early mechanical systems that are important in 

defining the overall historic character of the building, such as radiators, vents, fans, 

grilles, plumbing fixtures, switch plates, and lights. If new heating, air conditioning, 

lighting and plumbing systems are installed, they should be done in a way that does not 

destroy character defining spaces, features, and finishes. Ducts, pipes, and wiring should 

be installed as inconspicuously as possible; in secondary spaces, the attic or basement if 

possible, or in closets. 

8. Avoid “furring out” perimeter walls for insulation purposes. This requires unnecessary 

removal of window trim and can change a room’s proportions. Consider alternative 

means of improving thermal performances, such as installing insulation in attics and 

basements and adding storm windows.  

9. Avoid removing pain and plaster from traditionally finished surfaces, to expose masonry 

and wood. Conversely, avoid paining previously unpainted millwork. Repairing 

deteriorated plasterwork is encouraged. If the plaster is too deteriorated to saved, and the 

walls and ceiling are not highly ornamented, gypsum board may be an acceptable 

replacement material. The use of paint colors appropriate to the period of the building’s 

construction is encouraged.   

10. Avoid using destructive methods- propane and butane torches or sandblasting- to remove 

paint or other coatings from historic features. Avoid harsh cleaning agents that can 

change the appearance of wood. (For more information regarding cleaning methods, 

consult Preservation Brief 6, “Dangers of Abrasive Cleaning to Historic Buildings.”)”
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