
COMMONWEALTH OF PENNSYLVANIA 
PENNSYLVANIA HISTORICAL AND MUSEUM COMMISSION
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July 14, 1998

Carol Shull, Chief of Registration
National Register of Historic Places
U.S. Department of Interior
National Park Service
1849 C Street, NW
Suite NC 400
Washington, D.C. 20240
Re: Lehigh County Prison, Lehigh County, Pennsylvania

Dear Ms. Shull:
It has been brought to my attention that the Lehigh County Prison 
remains listed in the National Register despite having been 
demolished a few years ago and replaced with a new prison.

I am therefore requesting removal of the Lehigh County Prison from 
listing in the National Register.
If you have questions please contact Greg Ramsey in the Bureau for 
Historic Preservation at 717-783-9919.

Sincerely,

BRENT D. GLASS

cc: Executive Director, Lehigh County Historical Society, P. 0. Box 
1548, Allentown, PA 18105-1548
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1. Name
historic Lehiyh County Prison

and/or common

■
C
M Location

street & number Fourth and Linden 3t r r? e 13 not for publication

city, town A'' lentown vicinity of congressional district 1 ^

state Pennsyl‘'.^ar;3 a code 4 2 county i^i' code o n 7

3. Classification
Category Ownership Status Present Use

district public A occupied agriculture museum
^ building(s) private unoccupied commercial ___ park

structure both work in progress educational private residence
site Public Acquisition Accessible entertainment religious
object in process yes: restricted A government scientific

___ being considered yes: unrestricted industrial transportation
no military other:

4. Owner of Property
name County of L,ihi‘Th

street & number Courthouse, Fifth and Hamilton Streets

city, town ^ 1 '2 -1 o wr . vicinity of state Pennsylvania 18101

5. Location of Legal Description
courthouse, registry of deeds, etc. Lehi^yh County Courthouse

street & number i ifnh arc. Haniltor i>treots

city, town ATl'^v'.tow’^ state

6. Representation in Existing Surveys
Pennsj^lvania Inventory of 
title Historic Places_________________ has this property been determined elegible?

date 9/26/80 federal . state . county local

depository for survey records Pennsylvania Historical and Museum Conunission 

city, town Harrisburgstate Pennsylvania



7. Description
Condition
------excellent
.4^ good 
------fair

. deteriorated 

. ruins 

.unexposed

Check one 
_ unaltered 
^ altered

Check one 
original site 

----- moved date

Describe the present and original (if known) physical appearance

The architectural significance of the Lehigh County Prison is 

to be found largely in the central office building which, when first 

constructed, contained offices and the warden's apartment. The basic 

architectural style is Norman Gothic, as modified in the Plantaganet era, 

and used in the construction of the castle gatehouse which in that time 

had become the most important defensive structure of a castle. The design 

of this section of the Lehigh County Prison shows a recessed portal flanked 

by two guardian towers. Originally, rising above the keep, was a guard 

tower one hundred feet high. Because of maintenance problems this was 

removed about 1940.
The central office building is about twenty-four feet square and 

two stories high. The front and side walls are constructed of dark red 

sandstone in polished ashlar. The watch tower had also been constructed of 

red sandstone in polished ashlar. It was about five feet square and was 

topped by a battlement with three embrasures on each side. Beneath the 

battlement was a dentillated cornice. On each side was placed,a cruciform 

loop hole. A Greek cross was used for decoration at the base of the tower.

Similar battlements, embrasures and cornices decorated both 

guardian towers. Quoins were also employed for this purpose at each front 

comer of both towers. On the first floor level are found two adjoining 

windows, 2/2, with semi-elliptical lintels. On the second floor level are 

single windows, 4/4, also with semi-elliptical lintels. On the first level
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of the recessed portal is a double wooden door studded with iron bolts.

On the second level are two adjoining windows and above these are fotind 

three smaller windows, probably representing openings for the discharge of 

weapons by defending bowmen. Extending about twelve feet on either side 

of the central office building is the front guard wall. This is also 

constructed of red sandstone and is about thirty feet high and thirty 

inches thick. At each end of the wall is a guard tower. The towers are 

surmounted by parapets broken by embrasures. A dentillated cornice is 

fo\md on both walls and towers. Three narrow recesses are found in each 

wall surmounted by semi-elliptical lintels. Greek crosses are located 

beneath the cornice of each guard tower on both street sides. In recent 

years the original structure was modified with the removal of the watch 

tower and the repair of the front walls with a red concrete sheathing.

A beautiful lawn of three terraces has been replaced also by a macadamized 

parking lot.

The original walls of the prison complex are still in place.
'•4

The rear wall is forty-eight feet wide and both side walls are 178 feet 

long. They are about thirty feet high, about thirty inches thick and are 

constructed of limestone taken from a Salisbury Township quarry. The 

pattern is rock-faced plain ashlar. In the northwest corner of the rear 

wall is a double gate about twenty-six feet high and eight feet wide. As 

with all wood fixtures in the original prison it is constructed of oak 

studded with iron bolts.
S'- ■ •'-•K - -•
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The first confinement area is attached to the central office 

building. As true of the walls, it was built of Lehigh County limestone 

in rock-faced plain ashlar. It was about thirty-six feet high with a 

clerestory section to provide ventilation and natural light. Within the 

btiildings were constructed two tiers of twenty cells each. Space was 

provided also for seven large workrooms. The basement contained two rooms 

of cells which were used, probably, for special discipline cases.

The second confinement area, erected in 1908-1909, is built of 

cement block. It is about fifty feet high and contains three tiers each 

with steel cells. In the basement were located several large workrooms, 

including the prison laundry and the original boiler room. As part of 

this addition a two-story "L" was constructed to accommodate about fifteen 

female prisoners. Within the past four years a dormitory unit, built of 

cinder block, has been erected in the north yard. As it stands at present, 

the Lehigh County Prison is a collection of five structures erected at 

different times, according to several different patterns of construction. 

They are linked to form a single operating unit. However, the dominant 

motif is that of the two enclosed buildings erected in 1867-1870. The 

later additions have not appreciably modified the original structures.

The architect of the original building was Gustavus A. Aschbach, 

1826-1875. Born in Germany, Aschbach fled his homeland in 1850 after the 

failure of the revolution which had begun in 1848. He arrived in Allentown
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in 1854. He had received university training in engineering and architec­

ture. He served as Allentown's city engineer for many years. He designed 

several public buildings in the city as well as some private homes. His 

romantic vision was responsible for the design of the central building, the 

one distinguished structure in the complex known as the Lehigh County

Prison.



8. Significance
Period Areas of Significance—Check and justify beiow
___ prehistoric ____archeoiogy-prehistoric ____community pianning

1400-1499 _______ archeoiogy-historic ____conservation
1500-1599 __ agriculture
1600-1699 _iL architecture

1700-1799 ___ art
^__ 1800-1899 ___ commerce

X 1900-  communications

landscape architecture____religion
. law ___science
. literature  sculpture
. military 
. music

. economics 

. education 

. engineering

. exploration/settlement___ philosophy
industry - X politics/government

. invention

. social/ 
humanitarian 

. theater 

. transportation 

. other (specify)

Specific dates 1859, 1909 Buiider/Architect G. A .Asclibacli, Architoct

Statement of Significance (in one paragraph) Steph-sn Dornb.lazsr, BuildDr 
Janes Focht, Builder

Two buildings represent the effort to maintain law and order 

and dispence justice to the people of Pennsylvania-the county court house 

and the county prison. Until recent years these two structures, together 

with the county home for the indigent aging, were physical expressions 

of the existence and functions of county government. Of all buildings in 

a county, none was more forbidding in appearance than the county prison, 

but, to the vast majority of the people, it was regarded as essential to 

their protection from lawbreakers. Therefore, despite controversy about 

its effectiveness, the county prison, as a structure, represents an impor­

tant societal function. Also, because of its importance, the county prison 

was one of the first public buildings to be erected by a county government, 

and therefore, today, frequently it is one of the oldest public buildings 

in a county. This is true of the Lehigh County Prison. It is the second

oldest surviving public building in the county.

The present building is the second prison to be erected by Lehigh 

County. The first was built between 1813 and 1817 at the southeast corner 

of Fifth and Linden Streets in Allentown, the seat of county government in 

Lehigh County. It . antedated the construction of the county court house

by several years.



9. Major Bibliographical References
Mathews, Alfred & Hungerford, Austin N. History of the Counties of Lehifxh 

and Carbon. Philadelphia: Everts & Richards, 1884.
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10. Geographical Data
MlOiTlfiip'Acreage of nominated property ^ ^

Quadrangle name Allentown East, Pa .

UMT References xiixm
ladrangle scale 1-’ 2,4 , OOP
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Verbal boundary description and justification Bounded by Fourth Street on the eastj 
Linden Street on the north; Penn Street on the west and Court Street to 
south.

List all states and counties for properties overlapping state or county boundaries 

state code county code

state code county code

11. Form Prepared By
name/title Dr. Mahlon H. Hellerich. Director. Office of Archives & Museums 

organization Lehigh County date Sept. I98O ___

street & number 5th & Hamilton Sts. telephone 215-S20-3282

city or town All~^ntcwr state Pennsylvania 18101

12. State Historic Preservation Officer Certification
The evaluated significance of this property within the state is:

____________ ___ national___________statelocal

As the designated State Historic Preservation Officer for the National Historic Preservation Act of 1966 (Public Law 89- 
665), I hereby nominate this property for inclusion in the National Register and certify that it has been evaiuated
according to the criteria and procedures set forthJ 

State Historic Preservation Officer signature

Britade Conservation and Recreation Service.

2ED W3IHTRAUB, Deputy State Historic PreservatiorTTITfl^er 
title Director, Bureau for Historic Preservation date s-^
jFor HCRS use only

C: I hereby certify that this property is included in the National Register

of the National Register

0 I
date ^•//’ It/

lAttest:
•1'

date

:hief of Registration

GPO 938 8 35
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As the Civil War was coming to a close the county commissioners 

decided to renovate and enlarge the court house and to erect a new prison. 

The old prison was found to be too small and too insecurely constructed to 

accommodate the mimber of prisoners generally confined therein. Conse­

quently, in 1866 the county commissioners purchased a new site, extending

along Linden Street from Fourth to Penn Streets, and along Fourth Street, 

from Linden to Court Streets. The commissioners engaged a local architect, 

G.A. Aschbach, to design the new structure and work was begun in 1867. The 

stone, except that used in the construction of the front, came from a 

Salisbury Township quarry. Prisoners were transferred to the new structure 

in 1869. Final work was completed in 1870.

In 1908 work was begun on an addition which was constructed of 

cement block containing steel cells. A separate section was built to 

accommodate female prisoners. All work on the addition was completed by 

July 1, 1909. This is essentially the prison as it stands today.

A small dormitory was built in 1976 within the north wall to house 

prisoners admitted to the work release program.

The historical significance of a county prison has several dimen­

sions in addition to the record of the construction of physical facilities. 

One is the record of the development of a more himiane and liberal policy 

in the treatment of prisoners in the gradual acceptance of the principle 

that rehabilitation should accompany, if not replace, punishment as the
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goal of incarceration. This gradual change can be seen in policies and 

procedures in force at various stages in the history of the Lehigh County 

Prison. As early as 1873 the manufacture of carpeting with hand looms 

was introduced to provide active work for the prisoners and income for the 

county. In the 1890s the manufacture of cane for chairs was begun. There­

fore, therapy became an integral part of prison life. An effort was made 

to encourage learning with the provision of a small library by a citizen 

group in 1880.

During the Progressive Era additional reforms were made in the

Lehigh County Prison. Prisoners were vaccinated for small pox, separate 

%but equal facilities were established for women, juveniles were separated 

from the older prison inmates and a new addition was constructed to relieve 

overcrowding. In the 1920s prisoners were supplied with a dentifrice and 

toothbrush, yard exercise was allowed, and the women's quarters were en­

larged. In 1924 outside work was allowed for the first time. In the 1930s 

a barber shop was opened and visitation opportunities were increased.

More recently, a professional warden was appointed, the work release 

program was enlarged and a separate dormitory built to house program 

participants. Recreational programs have been introduced as interior work 

therapy programs were abandoned. A Treatment Department and Community 

Services Department have been organized, and the latter has arranged for 

fourteen community organizations, staffed by volunteers, to offer self-
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help programs. All this reinforces the proposition that the county prison 

is one of the most important social service institution in the community.



I
'W
k

^■X»7

S'

iCcf • <?

i
‘ f5

V.

X

Cc^^-^J /riscyj Co-^

(^ AK-tA- )

!founty Prison 
LeHf|l^ Co-rty 
Site Plan





Name
77c/^

State, County u i/fj, 
Working Number

Fed Norn or Request—Agency
Federal Register Date

^Nomination
__Determination of Eligiblity

On Nomination Form
Maps L/ 
Photos^

.£^ldg(s)
_Site
__Object
_Structure

District

Within:
__Multiple Resource Area
__Thematic Group

Nomination prepared by: 
_ State Staff
__Local
✓tDther

Act^am / J Check if Appropriate:
4^^^CCEPT __State Request for Review

RETURN /
■reject

__Keeper's Decision to Review
2nd Return

I. Evaluation of Resource (cont. on back if necessary)
‘l/h'yUM

n. Evaluation of Nomination

1. Descriptive Statement ^ 
Short Format Yes ^'^o

2. Significance Statement
Short Format Yes *^o

3. Concepts/Integrity

4. Concepts/Criteria

5. Concepts/Boundaries

6. Contextual Evaluation

Good 
Adequate 

Poor Comments

\
■

'"1

I

• 1

General Comments (cont. on back if necessary):

ir - -r*

t

‘t

Reviewer/Date /aJ0I U,

National Park Service

See Attached_

U.S. Department of the Interior

















ENTRIES IN THE NATIONAL REGISTER

STATE FEinCwYLVAirEA
Date Entered SEP \ 1 ^81

, -y - v ~

Er- -

iH
00

r-i

o^

-S-o
I

Name Location

Haines Mill Allentown 
Lehlch Cotmty

Lock Ridge Furnace Cooplex Alburtis 
Lelrlgh County

Lehigh County Priso*^ the Allentown 
Lehigh County

Old Lehigh County Courthouse Allentown 
Lehigh County

Famer's High School (Pennsylvania State College) State College 
Centre County
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Mid-Atlantic Region, NPS

State Historic Preservation Officer 
Mr. Larry Tlee 
Executive Director 
Pennsylvania Historical and Museua 

Co- :.i83ioa 
r.O. Box 1C26
harrlsburg, Pennsylvania 17120

For further inforru.--ion, please call the National Register at (202)343 C40i.
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