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DESCRIBE THE PRESENT AND ORIGINAL (IF KNOWN) PHYSICAL APPEARANCE
Located on the northern edge of Battery Park at the southern tip of Manhattan 

Island, City Pier A springs from the center of the bulkhead or river wall south of 
Battery Place and former Pier 1, at an angle of 116-1/2° with the main length of the 
wall.l Measuring 45 feet In width and extending 285 feet Into the Hudson River, the 
two-to-three story pier, accented by a four-story clock tower. Is a rectangular structure, 
resting upon a concrete foundation.2

When construction began In 1885 G.S. Greene, Jr., Englneer-ln-Chlef at the New 
York City Department of Docks, reported that:

ii'-

As the borings and soundings showed the rock to be only about 10 feet 
below mean low water, as a minimum, with soft mud on top of the rock, 
affording no holding ground for piles of either wood or Iron, the 
foundations were made by clearing the mud off the rock, then sinking a 
box or crib of cheap timber upon the site of the sub-pier foundation, and 
filling the same up to a certain height with concrete In bags carefully laid 
by submarine divers under water. Mass concrete was then placed over the bags 
and levelled off, to form a seat or bed for the concrete blocks made in air, 
vlilch extend from the above described foundation to a height two feet below 
mean low water mark. Above these concrete base blocks the sub-piers were 
built of granite to a level 2 feet above mean high water mark.
The top of the pier resting on these sub-piers consists of 6 main girders 
and 2 side girders, extending from sub-pier to sub-pier, each girder being 
3 feet In depth, arxJ a concrete arch being sprung between each two girders; 
the top of the arches forming the deck or floor of the pier, which Is to be covered 
with an asphalt pavement two Inches In thickness.3

Completed by May, l886, the pier bore a two-story, rectangular building 42’ wide 
by 272’2" long, divisible structurally Into two sections: the fire-proof eastern or
inshore end, and the wood-frame portion which constitutes the greater part of the pier's 
length. Constructed of brick and terra cotta walls sheathed by galvanized Iron,and 
Iron roof trusses covered by tin.

the Inner 38 feet of the building Is of entirely incombustible and fire-proof 
materials, with steel roller doors and window shutters. It Is separated from 
the ranalnder of the building by a partition wall of brick 20 Inches In thick­
ness, having a 3-lnch air space, and the openings through this wall have fire­
proof doors. The lower story of this part of the building was In Its middle the 
main entrance for wagons, etc., to the deck of the pier, closed by a steel 
roller shutter at Its easterly or street end, and by a fire-proof door at the 
pier end, where Is the fire-proof partition----

r-
I'

The building outside of the fire-proof part is a frame structure covered on the 
outside with galvanized Iron on Its sides and with tin on the roof.

■'U
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The frame Is composed of bents 11 feet 8 Inches apart at centers, with 
girders to support the floor, which is of 5-lnch solid spruce plank 
covered with one inch of yellow pine.

The side walls have under the outside covering of galvanized Iron two 
thicknesses of tarred paper and one thickness tongued and grooved 
boarding. The space between the studding Is filled with mineral wool.
The Interior Is lined with wire lathing and plaster and finished In white 
’hard finish.’ Double sash windows are provided for winter use, and It 
was found In the severe blizzard the first few days In March that all the 
rooms could be kept at a temperature of 85° F., with a pressure of 60 pounds 
In the boiler, Mrlch Is licensed to carry 100 pounds.^

The entire structure was "warmed by steam, lighted by gas and supplied with 
Croton Water, a steam-pipe being carried alongside each water-pipe to prevent freezing."5 
A large central co2?rldor, accessible from the main entrance on the east (Inshore) 
elevation, divided the first floor of the east (fireproof) end. No partitions frag­
mented the space of the Record Room above (36' x 4l'). The west end was similarly 
divided on the first floor by a central corridor, with the boiler room and the stair­
case to the tower situated to the south, while the remaining central portion of the 
structure, approximately l87' In length, was unpartItloned. The second floor of this 
central section was divided Into offices flanking a central hall which terminated In 
the Meeting Room and Balcony contained within the west end. The top of the tower was 
accessible from both floors by means of a spiral Iron staircase.

In 1900 the building was extended 50' eastward at both first and second-story 
levels along the original axis, thereby providing additional office space. Four 
years later the City Department of Docks and Ferries further enlarged the building by 
the addition of a third story to the old fireproof east end and to its recent extension. 
Plans drawn at this time called for the elaboration of the square extension In a 
classical mode. Including features such as a richly detailed cornice, the use of one- 
story pilasters to define the three-bay facades, elaborate pedlraental architraves 
framing the two doors which flank the main entrance (east elevation), segmental pedi­
ments In the central bays of the north and south elevations, and a triangular pediment 
—decorated by acroterla—In the same position over the main entrance of the east 
elevation. Subsequent alterations have Included the Installation of the clock (I918), 
changes in the floor plans (I918), reinforcement of the first-story walls (1935), and 
the installation of oil-burning equipment.

The mass of the structure today remains unchanged since the enlargements at the 
turn of the century: a long, gable-roofed, rectangular building terminating at Its
Inshore end in a three-story, hip-roofed block (five bays by three bays), and at Its 
outshore end In a hip-roofed block and a 70-foot, square clock-tower, topped by a

- See continuation sheet -
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pyramidal roof. The wall surfaces are relatively plain—^most noticeably enlivened by 
the rhythm of the blind arcade which runs the length of the building’s long, central 
portion. The rich detail of the extension, indicated on the drawings of 1904, is 
absent—represented only by the acroterlum at the apex of the east (inshore) facade's 
triangular pediment. Galvanized iron sheaths the entire structure, including the 
"half-timbered" walls of the tower and outshore end which were still visible in 
photographs taken during the early 1950s.

^Pler 1, constructed I872-I876, was dsnollshed ca. 1972, in anticipation of 
the development of Battery Park City on land fill in the North or Hudson River.

2The pier Itself measured 285' in length; the building upon the pier, 272*2" 
until the addition ca. I9OO of 50' inland.

^New York City Department of Ports and Terminals, Office of the Englneer- 
In-Chlef, Annual Report (New York, I885) p. 112.

^New York City Department of Ports and Temlnals, Office of the Englneer- 
In-Chlef, Annual Report (New York, I886) pp. 95-96.

^Ibid, p. 96. See also National Register Nomination Forms for the Old 
and New Croton Dams (Westchester County), and High Bridge Aqueduct and Water Tower 
(New York and Bronx Counties).
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iu jgiiTssT^ffl^crn^rSTATEMENT OF SIGNIFICANCE
In the economically pressured, constantly changing, high-rise environment of 

20th century Lower IVtinhattan, Pier A—once headquarters of the agencies responsible 
for regulating the nation’s busiest waterfront—Is a unique visual feature of New 
York Harbor and the Island’s southern tip. A landmark In the city’s economic, 
technological, and architectural history. Pier A with Its human-scale and vital 
design, as well as Its strategic location at Battery Park, Is a tangible reminder 
of Lower IVfenhattan’s historic seaward orientation, and a unique and irreplaceable 
visual feature of New York Harbor.

On July 3j l884 by unanimous resolution the New York City Board of Docks directed 
the Department of Docks to erect a pier ’’and such buildings and structures as are 
necessary for the acconinodatlon of the business of the Department of Docks and for 
the requlranents of the Police Department for the harbor Police force." The southern­
most pler-slte along the Island’s densely developed western shore, the site chosen 
was strategically located at Battery Park, the southern tip of Manhattan Island 
vliere the Hudson River widens Into New York Harbor. Such a location would place 
the two city agencies responsible for regulating the waterfront activity of the 
nation’s busiest port within easy reach of both eastern and western shores and would 
permit them to superintend seaborne traffic passing between the Harbor and the 
Waterfront.

Under the direction of Englneer-ln-Chlef G.S. Greene, Jr., the Department of 
Docks designed a pier consisting of a concrete foundation and "eight sub piers out­
side of the bulkhead or river wall, supporting a dock, or floor, of Iron girders 
with concrete arches between them. "1 In utilizing concrete for erecting Pier A,
Greene was up-to-date with the technology of the period, for "by the l880s plain 
concrete In bearing members under compressive strength only...was a familiar feature 
of...waterway and harborworks."2 In Pier A Greene used the material In bags as well
as poured In the form of both blocks and arches. The resulting structure Is a good 
example of the early period of the use of this material In America, and an Inportant 
Illustration of this technology In New York.

By Mfey 1, 1885, sub piers 4,5,6, 7 and 8 were completed, and work was progressing 
on the remaining three. One year later Greene reported to the Board of Docks that 
the pier was "completed, with the exception of the asphalt covering of Its deck or 
top" and that the new headquarters for the Department of Docks and the Harbor Police 
had been erected upon the pier by C.O. Brown, contractor (Contract 225).3

Except for the outshore (48’) and Inshore ends (38’) vldch were divided Into

- See continuation sheet -
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rooms by a wide central corridor or driveway, the first floor of the approximately 
272' structure was one large, undivided space, the framing supported by a central 
range of posts. The Department of Police occupied the northern side, while the 
Department of Docks utilized the southern half. On the second floor were offices 
for the Department of Docks, arranged on both sides of a 200-foot corridor which 
terminated at the western or outshore end in the Board's Meeting Room. The 70-foot 
tower at the southwestern corner of the structure was designed as a "look-out or 
watch tower" for the use of the Police. The eastern end of the structure, on the 
second floor, Greene and his staff had designed as a Record Room (36'6" x 4l'), a 
"place long needed for the safe storage and deposit for the large and constantly 
accumulating collection of maps and other valuable records" of the Department of 
Docks. This need had pronpted the design of the east end as a "fire-proof" unit, 
"Isolated" structurally from the wood-frame pier-shed which constitutes the greater 
portion of the structure's length.

In 1918 the lookout tower was converted to another use by the Installation of a 
clock, donated to the city by Daniel G. Reid, prominent financier and one of the 
founders of U.S. Steel Corporation, as a memorial to the soldiers and sailors who 
died during World War I. The clock strikes the hours in ship bells—along with the 
clock at the U.S. Naval Academy, one of the few clocks equipped with this feature.

Until 1959, Pier A continued to function in the capacity for which it was designed, 
administered over the years by the successors of the Department of Docks: Department
of Docks and Ferries, Department of IV^lne and Aviation, and now Department of Ports 
and Terminals. Utilized as headquarters of Marine Fire Conpany No. 1, the structure 
has served as a fire station for the waterfront of the North or Hudson River since
i960.

Its role in the history of the city's waterfront, its distinctive design, its 
ready adaptability to changing needs, and its strategic location render Pier A a land­
mark of considerable Importance. A tangible reminder of both 19th century New York 
Harbor as a major center of commerce and immigration, and of the 19th century technology 
of marine engineering. Pier A, along with Battery Park, the U.S. Customs House, and 
South Street Seaport, is today one of the very few vestiges of Lower IVfenhattan's 
historic seaward orientation. The distinct vitality of the Pier's design as well 
as its human scale, now rare in the high-rise world of New York City, enable it to 
make a unique contribution to the ambience of the Island's southern tip. From the 
promenade at Battery Park, Pier A forms an appropriate northern frame, channeling 
the vista seaward to a dramatic view of New York Harbor.

%ew York City Department of Ports and Terminals, Office of the Engli 
In-Chlef, Annual Report (New York, I885), p. 112.

- See continuation sheet -
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^Carl W. Conditj Merlcan Balding Art: The Nineteenth Century (New York: 
Oxford University Press, I960), p. 228.

^New York City Department of Ports and Terminals, Office of the Englneer- 
In Chief, Annual Report (New York, 1886), p. 95.
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26. ORGANIZATIONAL UNIT

National Park Service
27. ADMINISTRATIVE OFFICE

Grants Administration Div.
28. FEDERAL APPLICATION IDENTIFICATION

29. ADDRESS

18th S C Streets NW.. Washington,
31. ACTION TAKEN 
Q t. AWARDED

□ b. REJECTED

□ e. RETURNED FOR
AMENDMENT

□ d. DEFERRED
□ n. WITHDRAWN

FEDERAL AGENCY 
Ac-95 ACTION

n.cFUNDING

a. FEDERAL S 5,875 .00
b. APPLICANT ';j875 .00

c. STATE .00

d. LOCAL .00

a. OTHER .00

f. TOTAL s 11 7=;n -00

. 2024Q
30. FEDERAL GRANT IDENTIFICATION

36-76-00578-34

33. ACTION DATE

Year month day

19 77 4 4

34. Year month day
STARTING
DATE 1977 4 4

35. CONTACT FOR ADDITIONAL INFORMA­
TION {Name and telephone number)
Stephen D. Newman 

(202) 523-5472

36. Year month day
ENDING
DATE 19 80 4 3
37. REMARKS ADDED

□ Yes gNo

a. In
sidered. If agency response is due under provisions of Pert 1, OMB Circular A-dS, 
It his been or is being mido.

b. FEDERAL AGENCY A-9S OFFICIAL 
{Name and telephone no.)

#35same as
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