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LOCAL HISTORIC DISTRICT EXPANSION REPORT 

       
Somerville Growth During Post Civil War Prosperity (Group D):  1865-1873 

 

 
Figure 1:  Paired Gothic Revival Window. 

 

Buildings in this group document the brief period of 
prosperity that Somerville enjoyed between the end of the 
Civil War and the onset of a severe economic crisis known 
nation-wide as the “Panic of 1873.”  During this nearly 
decade-long period of relative affluence, Somerville began 
to present a more mature image within the region.  This 
can be seen in the new blocks of Union 
Square businesses and its first Roman 
Catholic Church, St. Joseph’s, located 
nearby at Webster Avenue and 
Washington Street.  Stylish and 
substantial houses were also built 
along Pearl Street in East Somerville, 
on Summit Avenue atop Prospect 
Hill, and in a charming new residential area developing 
near and along Day Street in the western part of the City.   
 
Since Somerville became independent from Charlestown 
in 1842 the population had grown from 1,013 to 8,025 by 
1860.  The number nearly doubled again over the next 
decade, reaching 14,685 by 1870.   
 
Shortly thereafter Somerville incorporated as a city in 
1872.  The population growth was due in part to 
improvements in pre-existing transportation lines, as well 
as a new rail line, the Lexington and Arlington Branch 
Railroad, introduced through Davis Square in 1870.   
 
Somerville’s buoyant economy during this period was tied 
to industries that tended to locate at the periphery of the 
residential core, near freight rail corridors.  By the mid 
1870’s meat packing plants were the primary employers 
and profit centers of the community.  At one point there 
were three meat packing houses, most notably the 
Charles H. North Meat Packing Plant, built in 1867, in the 
Union Square area.  Collectively the plants had an annual 
product value of $4.4 million, representing more than the 
total value of all other manufactured products in the City.   
 
While the meat packing industry sought proximity to freight 
rail lines, brick-making began in Somerville around 1830 
during the great age of canals.  Brick manufacture had 
long been associated with towns bordering the Mystic 
River, with brick-making reported in Medford as early as 
1647.  Forty years after its introduction to eastern 
Somerville brick making was extraordinarily successful, 

 
 

Figure 3:  Gothic Revival buttresses. 

 
 

Figure 4:  Second Empire dormer. 

 
 

Figure 5:  Example of arched Italianate window. 

Figure 2:  Tri-foil Gothic 
Revival window design.
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Figure 10:  Ornate saw cut door 
and roof brackets found on both 
Italianate and Second Empire 
buildings. 

 

reaching its peak around 1870.  In that year Somerville’s 
twelve brick yards produced over 24 million bricks.  The 
rise of Somerville’s brick-making coincided with the ever 
increasing demand for brick buildings in Boston‘s South 
End and Back Bay, while locally, brick residential buildings 
were not widely constructed until after 1890. 
 
Another indication of Somerville’s post war prosperity is 
the brief interest in the creation of public parks.  Central 
Park was set out atop Central Hill in 1870 to provide a 
campus-like setting for the seat of local government, 
heralding Somerville’s imminent status as a city rather 
than a town.  Broadway Park was created in 1874 as an 
amenity that would attract developers to a largely swampy 
area in the past, between Broadway and the Mystic River 
near the Jaques Brickyards and Mt. Benedict.  Mayor 
Brastow reputedly lost his bid for re-election in 1876, in 
part because the populace thought Broadway Park was 
not a good use of City money  
 
Local Historic Districts Representing Italianate 
and Second Empire Styles (Group D) 
 
The following districts are located in different 
neighborhoods of Somerville where one can still see the 
type of housing that was constructed at the end of the Civil 
War.     
 
After a four year hiatus when 
builders and potential home 
buyers were pre-occupied by 
the Civil War, the sounds of 
house construction returned 
to East Somerville, Spring 
Hill, Winter Hill and other 
parts of Somerville.  The most 
popular architectural styles at 
this time tended to be 
Italianate and Second 
Empire, also known as the 
“Mansard” Style.   
 
The Italianate style can be seen as American builders’ 
interpretation of the grand palaces of Renaissance 
Florence and Venice, where round arches and brackets 
were used as decorative elements on door hoods, 
windows, and under the eaves of roofs.  (See an example 
in Figure 12 of the “Introduction to Early Somerville”).  
Porches with chamfered or cut-away corner posts, railings 
with short bulbous balusters, and saw-cut brackets under 
the eaves are all signature features of the Italianate style.   
  
 
 

Figure 6:  A polyagonal bay window, typical of the 
Italianate and Second Empire Styles. 

 
 

Figure 7:  An example of an Italianate house with a side-
hall floor plan. 

 
Figure 8:  Typical Italianate door hood. 

 
 

Figure 9:  An example of an Italianate house with return 
eaves and round arched windows in the attic. 
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 Figure 11:  Most common Mansard roof shapes. 
 
 

  
 

Figure 12.  Example of Central Hall Plan layout. 
 

 
The Second Empire or Mansard Style was first 
introduced to the nation in 1847 with the Deacon Mansion 
on Washington Street in Boston’s South End (demolished 
in the early 1900’s).     
 
In addition to brackets that supported door hoods and 
accented porches, windows and roofs, Italianate and 
Mansard houses were typically laid out in rectangular, L-
shaped, or T-shaped forms.  The interior layouts tended to 
follow one of two types of plans, a side-hall or a center hall 
plan.  Somerville has a notable collection of center hall 
plan houses with a flat façade and a center gable, or a 
projecting entry that rises to a center gable. (See Figure 
12) 
 

 
                                Italianate Style (Maps 1, 2, 3, and 6) 

 
Three solidly constructed Italianate houses that exemplify well the end gable style are 
21-23 Elm Place (circa1869-1870) on Spring Hill, 75 Florence Street (1866-1867) in 
East Somerville, and 50 Sargent Avenue (1870-1873) in Winter Hill.  Built respectively 
for a broker, dry goods dealer, and a house builder, all three houses feature polygonal 
bays that provide well-illuminated interiors and add visual interest to what would 
otherwise be simple boxy forms.  It is also noteworthy that 50 Sargent Avenue still 
retains a late 19th century stable in the rear yard of the house that was recently restored 
by the owners.  These houses stand testament to the time when Somerville incorporated 
as a city (1872) and was clearly in transition from an agrarian-based economy to one 
where industry provided the bulk of employment. 
 
During the period of 1855-1865 builders in Boston were enamored with placing oriel 
windows in the second floor of row houses.  By the late 1860s many Somerville 
carpenters seemed to be captivated by building side gable houses whose main facade 
had small gables at their center.   A good representative example of the center gable 
house type is the Dyer-Woodman House (1867-1868) at 61 Putnam Street (1867) on 
Central Hill, whose early owners included a pension agent and a milkman.  Another 
prime example of this Italianate house type is 237 School Street (circa1867), the Elisha 
H. Hopkins House.  Originally the home of a retired sea captain, this structure boasts an 
ornate front porch circa1900 with turned posts and gingerbread brackets.   
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Mansard and Second Empire Style (Maps 1 and 3) 
 

The first generation of architects who had studied design in Paris returned to Boston and 
other cities intent on creating their own version of broad, boulevard-like thoroughfares 
lined with mansard-roofed buildings.  Perhaps the best known example of the Parisian-
inspired boulevard in America is Commonwealth Avenue in Boston’s Back Bay.  
Although Somerville does not have a Parisian style boulevard, it can take pride in 
several streets where very fashionable and ornate Second Empire mansard houses can 
be found.  Noteworthy examples of these streets developed during this period of post 
Civil War prosperity are Pearl Street, Spring Street, and Brastow Avenue.  
 
Built in 1869-1871, 47 Franklin Street is characterized by a side hall plan that is typical 
of both the Mansard and Italianate styles. (See Figure 7).  It has an abundance of saw-
cut brackets on the front porch roof and at the mansard’s eaves.  The carpenter for this 
house, Alonzo Bowers, constructed so many Mansard style houses in East Somerville, 
that they are readily recognizable as his signature creation.   
 
Similar in appearance to 47 Franklin Street is the Nathaniel T. Babb House at 193 
School Street (1870).  Located between Gilman Square and Broadway, this house is 
part of a multi-lot subdivision owned by the Stickney and Poor Spice Company of 
Charlestown.  It has a steeply pitched Mansard roof typical of a later phase of this roof’s 
evolution.  Both 70 and 94 Pearl Street illustrate the Second Empire mansion-scale 
residences that were built along Pearl Street during the late 1860s and early 1870s.  70 
Pearl Street is of interest for its formal center pavilion, while # 94 retains its bracketed 
door hood and the Italianate molding around the windows. 
 
37-39 Myrtle Street is situated half-way between a district of single-family mansions at 
the summit of Ploughed Hill and the more modest multi-family housing on the lower 
slope near Washington Street.  This double house was built in 1870-1871 as two-family 
housing for skilled workers.  In the interest of creating more head room this type of 
mansard has a steeper and more straight-edged pitch than the previous concave 
mansard roofs that were commonplace before 1865.  (See Figure 11). 

 
When Boston-based expressman Charles E. Sewall developed this residence at 9 
Brastow Avenue for himself, he had no neighbors on this hilltop for at least five years, 
giving him unobstructed views of Summer Street and the Cambridge skyline.  Completed 
just as the economy began to falter in 1873, this unusually fine Second Empire house 
has a center hall plan layout.  One of the most unusual features of this house is the 
interesting design of the window enframements, with a mix of pointed and rounded 
arches enlivened by decorative and raised diamond–shaped molding.  The slate 
shingles and well-detailed dormer windows remain remarkably intact. The rear of the lot 
still has a mostly intact stable that dates back to the original construction of the house. 
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