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SUMMARY SHEET 

Contact Information:  Anne Louro, Preservation Planner 

    Department of Planning, Housing & Community Development 

    133 William Street 

    New Bedford, MA 02740 

    (508) 979-1488; Anne.Louro@newbedford-ma.gov     

Study Committee:  New Bedford Historical Commission 

    Diana Henry, Chair  William King, Vice Chair 

    William Barr   Keri Cox 

    Janine da Silva   Tabitha Harkin 

    Alex Jardin   James Lopes 

    Jennifer White Smith  Anna Surma 

Date of Public Hearing:  The Public Hearing will be held no sooner than sixty (60) days after the 

submission of this Preliminary Study Report to the Massachusetts Historical 

Commission (MHC) and the New Bedford Planning Board. 

Date of City Council Vote: After the Public Hearing, the final report will be drafted incorporating comments 

from the Planning Board, MHC and the community. This final report will be 

submitted to the New Bedford City Council for consideration. There exists 

Standing Committees to the City Council and the Study Committee anticipates 

that the matter will be sent to the City Council Ordinance Committee for review. 

The City Council meets monthly and the agenda is determined by that body, thus 

it is not possible to state the expected date. The Study Committee anticipates 

that the issue will be considered in the spring of 2020. 

Total Properties: There are a total of 30 parcels within the proposed local historic district, 

including one vacant parcel and two paved parking lots.  

Conclusion: The proposed designation of the Mechanics Lane Local Historic District will 

ensure that this unique and cohesive group of properties are recognized for their 

historic and architectural significance, protected from adverse and irreversible 

alterations, and that future redevelopment will be consistent with the historic 

character of the setting. Based on the high degree of integrity retained within 

the proposed district and the support and advocacy by the residents this area 

merits consideration as a local historic district. 
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INTRODUCTION 
New Bedford’s rich history is represented by its built environment which includes a diverse collection of buildings, 

objects, burial grounds and landscapes which provide a valuable material record of the history of New Bedford and 

significantly enhances the quality of life in the city. These historic resources, which are located throughout the city, 

establish community character and identity, and in large part define what is unique about New Bedford. 

The city values its heritage and has long established policies that encourage the utilization of historic preservation as 

part of a comprehensive revitalization strategy that serves to maintain and enhance the unique character of the city.  

New Bedford is proudly home to seven National Historic Landmarks and currently has fifteen National Register Districts 

which range in diversity from parks and textile mill complexes to industrial power plants and residential neighborhoods. 

The city has one local historic district, protected and regulated by Mass General Law 40C, which shares its boundaries 

with the New Bedford Whaling National Historical Park.  

In the fall of 2016, prompted by residents’ interest, the New Bedford Historic Commission (NBHC) identified the 

Mechanics’ Lane neighborhood as potentially eligible for designation as a local historic district. The NBHC voted to 

pursue the study of the Mechanics’ Lane neighborhood and designated itself as the study committee as prescribed 

under M.G.L. Ch. 40C Section 3. 

LOCAL HISTORIC DISTRICTS (LHD) 
Local historic district designation is a longstanding and widely used tool for historic preservation in over 120 cities and 

towns in Massachusetts, as well as throughout the country. The first LHD in the United States was designated in 

Charleston, South Carolina in 1931 and the first LHD appeared in Massachusetts on Beacon Hill and Nantucket in 1955. 

Shortly thereafter, in 1960, the state legislature passed the Historic Districts Act: Massachusetts General Law, Chapter 

40C, to allow communities to protect areas that were of special significance to their heritage and granting to 

municipalities the power to establish and govern their own LHDs within overall guidelines.  

 

Local Historic Districts have three main purposes:  

• To preserve and protect the distinctive characteristics of buildings and places significant to the history of the 

Commonwealth’s cities and towns;  

• To maintain and improve the settings of those buildings and places;  

• To encourage compatibility with existing buildings when new buildings are planned in the districts. 

 

The New Bedford Historic Commission (NBHC) oversees the City’s single existing local historic district, the Bedford-

Landing Waterfront District, established in 1971, and works with property owners within this district to preserve the 

architectural integrity of their historic buildings. Governed by M.G.L. Ch. 40C and Chapter 2, Article XI, of the City of New 

Bedford Code of Ordinances, the NBHC reviews the architectural appropriateness of most proposed exterior design 

changes to the district’s properties. There is no review of interior features. In addition, a variety of exterior features are 

often exempt such as paint, air conditioning units, storm doors, storm windows, and temporary structures. 

Historic District Commissions do not prevent changes from occurring within an LHD, nor do they seek to prevent new 

construction. Their purpose is to allow for the thoughtful consideration of change and to ensure that changes and 

additions are harmonious with the architectural integrity of the historic buildings. Historic District Commissions also seek 

to prevent the introduction of incongruous elements that might distract from the district’s overall aesthetic and historic 

character. When properly established and administered, a local historic district is not unduly burdensome to property 

owners and, indeed, can enhance property values by mutually assuring similar care will be taken in the review of 

alterations to all properties in the district. 
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LOCAL HISTORIC DISTRICTS VS. NATIONAL REGISTER DISTRICTS 
There is a substantial difference between local historic district designations versus National Register listing. While listing 

in the National Register of Historic Places indicates historical importance, it is primarily an honorary recognition that 

provides little protection from incongruous changes or demolition of significant structures. In contrast, a local historic 

district, designated by a local ordinance, offers the strongest form of protections for the preservation and retention of 

the historic character of buildings, streetscapes, and neighborhoods from inappropriate alterations and incompatible 

new construction, as well as outright demolition. 
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METHODOLOGY 
The City of New Bedford has an existing Historic District Bylaw within Chapter 2, Article XI, of the City’s Code of 

Ordinances, and currently has a single designated local historic district, the Bedford-Landing Waterfront District, which 

shares its boundaries with the new Bedford Whaling National Historical Park. The New Bedford Historical Commission 

(NBHC) has the powers and duties of a Historic District Commission and is responsible for administering the Bedford 

Landing Waterfront Historic District and overseeing the creation of any new districts in the city. The City’s Historic 

Preservation Planner, Anne Louro, serves as staff support to the NBHC for the proposed Mechanics’ Lane District.  

In the fall of 2015, prompted by residents’ interest, the NBHC established itself as the Local Historic District Study 

Committee and directed the Preservation Planner to begin the research of Mechanics’ Lane and its buildings, commence 

the study report for the local historic district designation and conduct neighborhood meetings to gauge support for the 

designation.  

Preliminary research for this report derives from the 2007 Amended County Street National Register District nomination 

form, local historic studies, existing historic resource inventory forms, deed and tax records, along with review of historic 

maps, historic images, atlases and city directories. 

A Mechanics’ Lane neighborhood informational meeting was held in October 2016 to discuss the proposed district and 

to answer residents’ questions.  The neighborhood’s Ward Councilor was informed of the initiative and also provided 

support.  Based on the positive response from the residents of the neighborhood and the support of the Ward 

Councilor, the process of establishing an LHD continued, and information was placed on the city’s website.  Field survey 

and property research was conducted for the purposes of updating inventory forms to be included in study report and 

for the Massachusetts Cultural Resource Information System (MACRIS) database. 

As required by M.G.L. Chapter 40C, the NBHC will submit this Preliminary Study Report to the Massachusetts Historical 

Commission (MHC) and the New Bedford Planning Board for their consideration. Following receipt of comment from the 

MHC and the Planning Board, the NBHC anticipates holding a public hearing in spring 2020. Based on comments 

received during the hearing, the NBHC will revise and complete the Final Study Report for the Mechanics’ Lane District 

for consideration by the City Council.  
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SIGNIFICANCE 
OVERVIEW 
The proposed Mechanic’s Lane Local Historic District, named aptly for a small alley way which is the centerpiece of the 

district, is a small cohesive group of mostly residential properties constructed in the early to mid-nineteenth century. 

Mechanics Lane itself, is characterized by the concentration of laborers who resided there and is a distinctive 

concentration of working-class houses located just west of City Hall. The 1836 Directory refers to this alley way as both 

Mechanics Lane and Mechanics Row and it first appears in an 1834 map of New Bedford Village. Originally this narrow 

lane ran from County Street east to Purchase Street; but only the block between North Sixth and Eighth Streets remains 

intact. It contains dwellings of more modest scale where tradesmen and mechanics worked and resided on the fringe of 

New Bedford’s active and noisy center, in the shadow of downtown churches and public buildings. This is a dense 

neighborhood, which during antebellum times was populated by both blacks and whites whose range of occupants—

bakers, a stone cutter, shipwrights, housewrights, laborers, mariners, and several clerks, resided and walked to their 

places of work.  

 

MECHANIC TERM  

The modern definition of “mechanic” is a person who maintains and repairs automobiles. However, the origin of the 

term can be traced back to the Greek root mekhanicos, or engineer; and in the nineteenth century commonly referred 

to a laborer or person who worked with their hands.  

The tradesmen, craftsmen and operatives of 

the numerous industries established within the 

growing seaport were commonly referred to as 

“mechanics”. Mechanics were in such 

abundance and were responsible for such a 

broad segment of industry during the 

nineteenth century in New Bedford that the 

name was attached to such institutions such as 

the Mechanic’s National Bank, the Mechanics 

Insurance Company, as well as a hotel, a textile        

mill, a wharf, a fire engine company, a whaling vessel and one of the city’s first entertainment venues, Mechanic’s Hall.  

The New Bedford Mechanic’s Association was formed in 1833 and its officers were comprised of both mechanics and 

prominent citizens. According to the listing in the 1838 City Directory, the President of the Association was Jonathan 

Ward, a baker, and the Vice President was Dudley Davenport, a housewright and lumber dealer. The Treasurer and 

Recording Secretary was Benjamin Congdon, who was the Register of Deeds, and William H. Allen, who had vast whaling 

interests. This mix of social classes within the Mechanic’s Association reinforces the integration of the population which 

existed in early nineteenth century New Bedford.  

 
NEIGHBORHOOD DEVELOPMENT  
At the beginning of the eighteenth century, the land now occupied by Mechanics Lane consisted primarily of meadows 

and forest. Joseph Russell III (1719-1806), owned a large tract of land on the west bank of the Acushnet River in the 

settlement of Old Dartmouth, which was part of the Plymouth colonists’ 1652 purchase from the Wampanoag Tribe. 

Russell’s farmhouse was located on the crest of a hill on County Street and extended eastward to the waterfront. 

Around 1760, Russell drew up a plan for a village on the lower portion of his land and laid out a grid of perpendicular 

paths and ways and began a small-scaled whale fishery.  

                                                         1858 Mechanics Bank One Dollar Note  
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This small, yet unnamed village, with its deep harbor and Russell’s 

vision, attracted Joseph Rotch, a prominent Nantucket whaling 

merchant, in 1765 to initially purchase a ten-acre lot from Russell and 

transfer his whaling investments to the fledgling village. Rotch’s 

additional land purchases, capital investment and whaling expertise 

soon led to the rapid development and success of the whaling 

industry and the burgeoning growth of the village. Rotch and his 

family’s prominence in the development of the village allowed Rotch 

to name the community Bedford Village, a tribute to Joseph Russell, 

who shared the surname of the Duke of Bedford. The village became 

incorporated as New Bedford in 1787; the “New” being added to 

distinguish the village from Bedford, which was already established in 

northeast Massachusetts. 

 

Early maps depict clusters of settlement and buildings along the 

waterfront, with several wharves, while there was relatively little 

settlement westward along the hillcrest on County Street. Both 

commercial and residential structures were intermingled close to the 

waterfront, with little social segregation, as wealthy merchants and 

laborers worked and lived within proximity to one another.  

 

In 1790 Daniel Ricketson, who was engaged in whaling, for the sum of 

180 pounds, purchased 3-1/2 acres of land from his father in law, Joseph Russell. Included in this acreage was a “twenty 

foot way” that ultimately became Mechanics’ Lane.  

 

By the end of the eighteenth century, as the worldwide demand for whale products increased, New Bedford’s whaling 

industry continued to grow. Between 1775 and 1795, the population had doubled from 500 to 1000 residents. By 1800, 

the town’s population had quadrupled, reflecting the enormous growth of whaling and its shore side support industries. 

 

In response to the population and commercial growth, expansion of streets and thoroughfares occurred.  The streets 

between County Street and the waterfront became filled with tradesmen employed by the whaling industry. There were 

shipbuilders, bakers of hardtack, coopers making casks for whale oil, caulkers, ropewalks, carpenters, sailmakers, riggers 

and shipwrights. In 1847, New Bedford would be incorporated as a city and by 1857 the whaling industry would reach its 

peak. During this period of great prosperity in the first half of the nineteenth century, the settlement pattern of the 

whaling merchants changed markedly, with the construction of imposing mansions along the hillcrest of County Street, 

representing the gradual climb of wealth and status from the low-lying working waterfront.  

 

The enormous wealth derived from whaling led to New Bedford becoming one of the richest per capita cities in the 

world. However, this success was not limited to the great merchant families; rather, it was widely distributed among the 

various support industries that rode the crest of New Bedford’s wave of prosperity. New Bedford’s continued increase in 

population during the first half of the nineteenth century contributed to a growing body of skilled craftsmen in support 

industries, as well as clerks and operatives in administrative and processing operations that comprised the majority of 

the city’s working class. While the merchant families who controlled the whaling trade and much of the affiliated 

processing industries held most of the wealth, most laborers were able to buy or rent modest scale homes within the 

waterfront area. 

 

Original Purchasers of the Lots of New Bedford: 1753-1815 

with approximate location of “twenty foot way” highlighted. 
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A review of the City Directories reveals the industries and occupations in which the residents of Mechanics Lane worked 

as well as the turnover of those who rented properties, which often served as boarding houses. For example, the 1849 

Directory has five listings for various laborers residing at 69 Mechanics Lane; four male laborers and Elizabeth Hines, a 

widower. A comparison between the Directory listings from 1849 and 1859, the height of prosperity of the whaling 

industry, demonstrates rental turn over; yet shows retention of the same type of occupations of the people residing on 

Mechanics Lane, such as coopers, blacksmiths, bakers and general laborers.  

 

The buildings along Mechanics Lane were also utilized for businesses, many of which were concentrated along the 

eastern portion between Pleasant and Purchase Streets, no longer intact. However, the 1836 Directory shows 

housewrights Bradford Pierce and Barzillia Luce operating their businesses out of 71 Mechanics Lane and 75 Mechanics 

Lane respectively.  

 

The most impressive house situated on Mechanics Lane was constructed at 64 Mechanics Lane circa 1830 by Niles Tilden 

on land he purchased from Daniel and Joseph Ricketson. Tilden operated a cigar manufacturing business nearby in the 

Village and he also purchased the parcel of land adjacent to the west of his residence on which he built a small house for 

his mother, Rebecca Tilden.  Both properties remained within the family as residences until 1914.  

The buildings constructed during the nineteenth century on the streets adjacent to Mechanics Lane, and within the 

proposed district, generally reflect similar building types and use patterns which existed on Mechanics Lane with some 

exceptions. The residences situated on the south side of Elm Street were constructed in the same time period as those 

on Mechanics Lane, albeit at a slightly larger scale. These houses reflect Federal and Greek Revival styling and were used 

primarily as residences, boarding houses, and in certain instances, places of business, throughout the nineteenth 

century. 

 

Several merchants resided on Elm Street with their business located nearby. In 1838, Joseph Lawrence (Hamblin & 

Lawrence Boots and Shoe) resided at 96 Elm Street with his business within walking distance on Union Street. In 1849, 

merchant tailor Benjamin C. Ward resided at 90 Elm Street with his shop also located nearby on Union Street. According 

to the City Directories, the property at 98 Elm Street was the residence of Master Mariner Edward Coggeshall in 1849 

and was then home to Master Mariner Giles Winslow in 1874. The City Directories demonstrate that many of the 

residences along Elm Street also took in boarders. 

 

Early 20th century aerial image capturing the north side of William Street and the south side of Mechanics Lane with the First Baptist and First Universalist Churches.  
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The portion of William Street within the proposed District developed in a slightly different manner from Mechanics Lane 

and Elm Street, as it was the thoroughfare which led directly to the City Hall and Market Square. In the early part of the 

nineteenth century several residences were constructed on William Street along with a mix of institutional uses.  

 

According to author Daniel Ricketson, whose family owned the land in which the proposed district is situated, this 

section of William Street was once described as an area of broad meadows with adjacent woods. He noted that William 

Street was opened about 1820-1823 and the first parcel of homestead land sold by his father Joseph was to merchant 

Oliver Crocker who built his substantial residence on the southwest corner of William and Sixth Streets.   

 

The First Baptist congregation constructed their church in 1829 on the north side of 

William Street on a lot of land that abutted Mechanics Lane to its rear. The First 

Baptist Church of New Bedford was formed in 1813 and by 1827 the congregation had 

outgrown two previous locations and sought a lot on which to construct a substantial 

building for public worship, said to have been built at a cost of $9,000, primarily raised 

through the sale of pews. Constructed in the Greek Revival style, the church originally 

had a full width columned portico in the front with three entrance doors.  

 

Throughout the years church membership has included prominent local residents and 

the Firsts Baptist’s steeple is the only extant steeple depicted in the 1847 designed 

City Seal. The church has national and international significance due to its history in 

the creation of Parliamentarian Procedure. The national and international significance 

comes from one of its members, Lt. Henry Martyn Robert, achieving world-wide 

acclaim for creating “Robert’s Rules of Order” which have been adopted as the 

standard for parliamentary procedures due to his experience moderating a disorderly 

meeting held at the church. 

 

Directly to the west of the First Baptist Church at 161 William Street is a building which was moved to this location in 

1836. Originally the vestry house to the Congregational Society on Purchase Street, upon its relocation it adopted a new 

use as the High School with John F. Emerson as its Principal. The 1838 Directory lists a Select School for Young Ladies 

operating from the building, and in later years it became Emerson’s residence.  

 

The First Universalist Church was constructed at 169 William Street in 1855 in the Italianate style. Lack of membership 

caused the congregation to dissolve in 1932 and subsequently several congregations occupied the building, including the 

Pilgrim Church from 1933 to 1968, the Temple Sinai from 1968 to 1977 and the Frederick Douglass A.M.E. Zion Church 

from 1979 to 1994. The church is currently used as an art gallery.  

 

A portion of the east side of Eighth Street was owned by the prominent Rotch family and it appears that brothers 

Benjamin S. and William J. Rotch constructed several buildings at which neither lived. The Rotch brothers both 

graduated from Harvard and partnered in several business enterprises. In 1852, at the age of 33, William J. Rotch was 

elected Mayor of New Bedford, being the second person to hold that office after the City’s incorporation.  

 

Sometime prior to 1846 the Rotch brothers constructed a two-story granite building at 150 Eighth Street, on the 

northeast corner of Eighth Street and Mechanics Lane. In 1846 the brothers sold the property to Benjamin Almy, a 

cooper who had established his own shop on Hamilton Street, near the waterfront. The building was originally 

constructed with a pitched roof and altered sometime in the late 1870’s by Almy to reflect the Second Empire style with 

the addition of a third floor, mansard roof, bracketed cornices and ornate dormers. The central dormer on Eighth Streets 

Early 20th century image of First Baptist Church 



                Mechanics Lane Preliminary Study Report     Page 11 of 16 
 

boasts Benjamin Almy’s initials. The 

1849 City Directory shows that Almy 

also housed his apprentice Frederick 

Soule at his residence. Benjamin Almy 

and his wife Sophia lived in the house 

until they both died in 1892.  

 

Another building constructed by the 

Rotch brothers exists at 179 William 

Street, on the northeast corner of 

William and Eighth Streets. Built 

sometime prior to 1849 in the Greek 

Revival style and altered most likely in 

the 1870’s with strong Italianate 

additions, the property was originally 

leased for a ten year period and then sold by the Rotch brothers in 1859 to Dr. William A. Gordon, who lived there and 

operated his medical practice. In 1866, Dr. Gordon sold the property to George H. Dunbar who was Mayor of the city in 

1857 and again in 1873.  

 
ARCHITECTURE 
The majority of the buildings within the proposed district were built between 1830 and 1860; prior to the Civil War and 

during the height of the city’s whaling boom. There has been a certain degree of loss due to demolition or 

redevelopment, as well the addition of a few twentieth century buildings; but overall the proposed district, and 

particularly Mechanics Lane, is characterized by a high level of integrity of well-preserved early to mid-nineteenth 

century residential and institutional buildings.  

 

All the buildings within the proposed district are contributing properties to the County Street and Central New Bedford 

National Register Districts and most retain original historic fabric with the exception of a few additions of artificial siding. 

Although small in stature, the houses on Mechanics Lane are exemplary examples of the Federal and Greek Revival 

styles of architecture popular in the early to mid-nineteenth century. The streetscape along Mechanics Lane was 

reinstated approximately twenty years ago with the use of Belgian block pavers on the roadway, bluestone for the 

sidewalk and gas - style lanterns for street lighting.  

Federal Style  

The Federal, or often referred to as the “Adam” style was dominant from 1780 to 1820, although locally this form of 

Neo-Classical architecture extended until the 1830’s. Typically, a Federal style house is a simple square or rectangular 

box, two or three stories high, two rooms deep with doors and windows arranged symmetrically. Exterior decoration in 

the Federal style is generally confined to a porch or entry element. 

Generally, within the District, the Federal period buildings are a mix of one and two-story wood-frame dwellings with 

either granite and/or brick foundations, side-gable roofs, symmetrical, three or five-bay facades with wood clapboard 

and/or wood shingle siding. Along Mechanics Lane, several of the residences are situated with their gable end facing the 

street due to the narrow lot sizes. Entrances, which are centered in the five-bay facades and shifted to one side in three-

bay facades, have distinct entablatures and in some cases have transoms. Most of these period homes have elevated 

foundations with entrances to allow for additional living space on the basement level.   

Mid-20th century image of the Almy House on the east side of Eighth Street at Mechanics Lane 



                Mechanics Lane Preliminary Study Report     Page 12 of 16 
 

The Federal Style residences located on Elm Street have been altered with replacement siding and windows but retain 

their form along the street’s edge. Only one residence along Mechanics Lane has had its siding replaced and several 

properties retain their 19th century window sashes.  

Representative Examples  

The most distinctive Federal style residence is situated at 64 Mechanics Lane and was constructed by the Lane’s most 

prosperous resident, Niles Tilden, who owned and operated a cigar manufacturing business. This is a two and one-half 

story wood frame dwelling elevated on a stone & brick basement with a gable roof and wood clapboard siding. The 

three bay front façade has its entrance shifted to the east side and it has a distinctive entablature with rosettes, a 

diamond pane transom above an octagonal seven paneled door, framed by paneled pilasters with a Greek Key motif. 

The windows consist of six over six original wood sashes with splayed wood headers.  

Across the street at 63 Mechanics Lane, the ca. 1830 Lydia Macy Russell House is a one and one-half story wood frame 

dwelling elevated on a stone & brick basement with a gable roof and a combination wood clapboard and shingle siding. 

Built as a five bay “Cape Cod” house, it has low eaves with little ornamentation except for the centered six paneled door 

with sidelights framed by deeply paneled pilasters and an entablature. The windows consist of six over six wood sashes 

which appear to be replacements on the first story with retention of the original window sashes on the upper story. An 

end chimney exists on the east facade of the residence and an entrance to the basement exists on this façade as well.  

Greek Revival Style  

Greek Revival was the dominant style of domestic architecture between 1830 and 1850 and due to its widespread use, 

became known as the “American” style. Based on ancient Greek forms and celebrated Greek democratic principles, the 

form generally featured a columned portico supporting a triangular pediment, similar to a Greek temple.  

By 1830, the Greek Revival style was beginning to find expression in New Bedford’s architecture, and it is a style that has 

become closely identified with the city’s whaling era, however the transition within the Neoclassical style was slow, as 

historian Kathryn Grover attributes this to the conservative nature of the Quaker community. Major shifts in style align 

with generational progression, as each new generation sought to separate themselves from their parents.  

Representative Examples  

The earliest example of the Greek Revival style within the proposed district is the 1829 First Baptist Church at 149 

William Street. Adopting what would become known as the “National Style”, the two story wood frame church was 

constructed utilizing the Doric Order with its classical gable pediment facing the street and the presence of a three stage 

bell tower.  The pediment includes a wide entablature with triglyphs within the frieze and accompanying mutules in the 

cornice. Two story pilasters are present on the front façade terminating at what was originally and open portico. Early 

sketches show that the church had three arched entrances from the open portico, with a centered entrance enclosure 

added circa 1857. The side entrances were enclosed with shutters and the center entrance was enclosed with an 

Italianate vestibule in 1856, which extends outward from the façade and consists of double paneled doors with an 

arched surround framed by pilasters and an entablature with dentils and modillions in the cornice. The windows consist 

of the original twelve over twelve paned wood sashes with splayed lintels. The granite foundation was subsequently 

raised to allow for a full basement level and the wood clapboard structure extends seven bays back from its front facade 

to abut Mechanics Lane. The side and back facades are unadorned with only mutules found in the cornice soffits. The 

church was constructed with a typical New England style steeple consisting of a tower and a square belfry with pilasters 

and an octagonal lantern topped with a simple hipped roof and weathervane depicting an octopus. Early sketches and 

late nineteenth century images show that a balustrade existed on the tower and the steeple did not have a spire but had 

a dome which was lost to a hurricane and replaced with a hipped roof. In 1928, a simple two story, yellow brick 

Educational Building with a slate roof was attached to the rear portion of the west façade of the church building.  
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Examples of later period Greek Revival buildings also exist on William Street. The building at 175 William Street was 

constructed sometime prior to 1849, as Perry Brownell, a mason, was listed in that year’s Directory as residing at that 

location. Rising from a granite foundation, it is a two and one-half story, three-bay, wood clapboard, gable end residence 

with its entrance shifted to the west. The entrance has a later addition of a portico and the windows surrounds are 

simple, and the original sashes replaced. The building’s classical form is distinguished by its wide paneled Doric corner 

pilasters and its wide frieze band which is discontinuous on the gable end.  

ITALIANATE STYLE 
The Italianate Style was dominant in America from 1850 to 1880 and 

was a prominent style in New Bedford post antebellum when large 

Italian style villas were constructed along County Street; however 

within the proposed district most of the house lots had been built upon 

by this period of significance, with the exception of the First 

Universalist Church which constructed its place of worship in the 

Italianate style on an available narrow lot on William Street.  

Representative Example  

The First Universalist Church was organized in New Bedford in 1835 

with its first church building located at School and Fifth Streets. The 

congregation constructed the new church on William Street in 1855 as 

a tall one story wood frame rectangular building with a front gable roof 

and the presence of a three stage bell tower.  It has a three bay façade 

with the center bay entrance slightly lower in height and projecting 

from the main façade. The building is distinguished by its arched double 

door entrance set in a recessed arched opening flanked by engaged 

columns and it is surmounted by ornate paired stain glass windows 

with engaged columns and an arched molded crown. The entry is 

flanked by two arched stained glass windows in arched frames. The 

gables have decorative vergeboards with dentil molding and arches.

   

 

TWENTIETH CENTURY BUILDINGS  

Several nineteenth century wood-framed 

buildings were demolished to 

accommodate two early twentieth century 

commercial buildings within the proposed 

district. In 1925 a two story brick and 

concrete auto garage and salesroom was 

constructed at 35-37 North Sixth Street 

filling in the entire block between 

Mechanics Lane and Elm Street. In 1977 the building was adapted for residential use including a commercial storefront 

on the corner of Mechanics Lane. 

 

 

 

 

19th century image of First Universalist Church 

Mid- 20th century image of 35-37 North Sixth Street 
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In 1929 a two story brick commercial building was constructed at 163 

William Street where a wood framed building once stood. The seven bay 

buff colored brick building has a centered entrance which is flanked by 

display windows with transoms. It currently is a mixed-use building with 

commercial space on the first floor and residential use above.  

 

 

ALTERED BUILDINGS  

Although most of the structures within the proposed district are well 

preserved and have retained their historic fabric and integrity, there are several buildings which have replaced material 

elements or have experienced alterations. An assessment of integrity finds that individually, and certainly as a whole, 

the properties within the proposed district retain sufficient physical features and characteristics to enable them to 

convey their historic identity and association to New Bedford’s nineteenth century neighborhood development.  

 

For example, the Nathen E. 

Hammett House at 168 Eighth 

Street has had its portico 

enclosed with an aluminum 

and glass enclosure and its 

building materials replaced, 

yet still conveys its circa 1850 

Gothic Revival form and 

possesses its original location, 

design, setting, and feeling. 

Together these features 

convey the property’s historic 

character.  

 

 

The Greek Revival at 179 William Street was constructed prior to 1848 and experienced Italianate additions several 

decades later. Windows and entrances have been altered, yet the property continues to contribute to the proposed 

district. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

163 William Street Commercial Building  

179 William Street Before and After 

Nathan E. Hammett House Before and After 
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JUSTIFICATION OF BOUNDARIES 
The proposed local historic district is located in the north-west section of New Bedford’s downtown and is located across 

the street from City Hall and includes two early 19th century church buildings. Mechanics’ Lane runs east and west 

between North Sixth and Eight Streets and the associated buildings and land include those along Mechanics’ Lane as 

well as North Sixth, Eighth, William and Elm Streets.  

The initial proposed boundaries were to include only those properties which directly fronted or abutted Mechanics’ 

Lane; however, a subsequent meeting with the residents demonstrated their desire to establish a slightly larger, more 

cohesive district which encompassed both city blocks on either side of Mechanics’ Lane.  

Evaluation of the boundary extension to include adjacent properties revealed similar patterns of development, similar 

architectural styles and comparable historical associations to those properties directly on Mechanics’ Lane. All of the 

properties within the proposed district, except for three parking lots, are contributing properties to the County Street 

National Register District. The majority of the houses within the proposed district were built between 1830 and 1860; 

during the height of the city’s whaling boom, and most retain original historic fabric with few intrusions within the 

district.  Although small in stature, these buildings are exemplary examples of the Federal and Greek Revival styles of 

architecture popular in the early to mid-nineteenth century. 

In 2000, the City utilized a portion of a PWED grant to improve the streetscaping along Mechanic’s Lane. Cobblestone 

streets, slate sidewalks and decorative gas lamps provide this lane with the similar historic sense of place that exists in 

the Bedford Landing Waterfront Local Historic District. The New Bedford Preservation Society has provided most of the 

District’s properties, and all of the property owners along the lane, with Historic House Markers in order to identify the 

properties with their original owners and to increase public awareness of the rich cultural and architectural heritage that 

exists there.   

The proposed designation of the Mechanics Lane local historic district will ensure that these important properties are 

recognized for their historic and architectural significance and protected from changes by future owners that could 

irreversibly alter their architectural integrity. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



                Mechanics Lane Preliminary Study Report     Page 16 of 16 
 

OPTIONS and RECOMMENDATIONS for the ORDINANCE 

In 1971 New Bedford adopted a local historic district ordinance, known as Section 2-150 through Section 2-156 of 
Article XI of the City Ordinances, which establishes a Historical Commission with all the powers and duties of an historic 
district commission. One local historic district, the Bedford Landing – Waterfront Historic District, was established and 
adopted in 1971 as part of the ordinance and was defined by a map which was amended in 2001. 
 
ABOLITION ROW DISTRICT AND MECHANICS LANE DISTRICT ESTABLISHMENT 
The New Bedford historic district ordinance provides for the establishment, in accordance with the provisions of the 
Historic Districts Act, of additional historic districts and changes in historic districts. The New Bedford Historical 
Commission, acting as the Local Historic District Study Committee (Study Committee), proposes for adoption by the New 
Bedford City Council, an ordinance establishing the Abolition Row and Mechanics Lane Historic Districts which includes 
individual maps defining the new districts.  
 
Unlike the previously established Bedford Landing – Waterfront Historic District, the Study Committee determined to 
include exclusions and exemptions of certain elements and features from its review within the Abolition Row and 
Mechanics Lane Districts, which is consistent with the state enabling legislation, Chapter 40C, Section 8. (a). The option 
to include certain exemptions from review was determined as an effort not to overburden property owners and as a 
method to facilitate reviews and permitting.  
 
HISTORICAL COMMISSION MEMBERSHIP 
The local historic district ordinance provides the Historical Commission with all the powers and duties of an historic 
district commission, and due to the relatively small number of properties within the proposed Abolition Row and 
Mechanics Lane Districts, the newly established districts will be administered by the New Bedford Historical 
Commission, rather than establish separate District Commissions. 
 
In order to accommodate the inclusion of one or more residents of or owners of property in the additional historic 
districts, the current Historical Commission membership is proposed to be adjusted. In addition to the inclusion of 
district residents, the study recommends additional organizations or categories for membership. The addition of one 
licensed general contractor or building tradesperson, and three persons, who through education or experience, have 
demonstrated a commitment to historic preservation or have a background in any of the categories represented by the 
regular members of the commission, as alternate members will provide essential skills and knowledge to the 
Commission and  will supplement the Commission’s current membership composition.  
 
HISTORICAL COMMISION RULES AND REGULATIONS 
Rules and Regulations presently exist for the New Bedford Historical Commission relative to its administration of the 
established Bedford Landing – Waterfront Historic District and for the administration of its duties and obligations as a 
city commission. The Study Committee recommends that the Rules and Regulations be updated to reflect the addition of 
the Abolition Row and Mechanics Lane Districts.   
 

 

 

 

 

 



APPENDICES 

 

 

MECHANICS LANE 

PRELIMINARY STUDY REPORT  

 

 

 

 

 



52-186

52-209
52-210

52-197 52-20752-198

52-181
52-18452-30452-18252-179

52-204

52-192
52-180

52-185

52-188

52-191

52-201

52-205 52-206

52-222 52-189 52-190

52-19552-194

52-223

52-203

52-37652-200
52-202

ELM ST

WILLIAM ST
EIGHTH ST

NORTH SIXTH ST

MIDDLE ST

MECHANICS LN

PARK PL0 40 80 120 16020
Feet

City of New Bedford, Massachusetts
Department of City Planning

±

October 2019

Mechanics Lane Local Historic District Study Area
By Parcel ID



MECHANICS LANE LOCAL HISTORIC DISTRICT STUDY AREA LOCUS MAP 

WITHIN CENTRAL NEW BEDFORD and COUNTY STREET 

NATIONAL REGISTER DISTRICTS 



Proposed Ordinance to Establish Additional Local Historic Districts 

AMENDING ARTICLE XI. - NEW BEDFORD HISTORICAL COMMISSION; HISTORIC DISTRICTS 

By deleting Sec. 2-150. - Establishment; membership. 

Substituting new: 
Sec. 2-150- Establishment; membership 

There is hereby established under the Historic Districts Act, M.G.L.A. c. 40C, with all the powers and duties of an historic 
district commission, a New Bedford Historical Commission, consisting of seven (7) members, and seven (7) alternates, 
to be appointed by the mayor with the approval of the city council, who shall serve staggered terms of three years. The 
Commission shall include one (1) member or representative of the New Bedford Whaling National Historical Park, one 
(1) member from nominees submitted by recognized local historical societies, one (1) architect  from nominees 
submitted by the local Chapter of the American Institute of Architects, one (1) member from nominees of the Greater 
New Bedford Board of Realtors, one (1) member of the City Planning Department, and two (2) members who are 
property owners or residents of separate established Historic Districts in the City. The alternate members shall consist of 
one (1) member or representative of the New Bedford Whaling National Historical Park, two (2) property owners or 
residents of a Historic District, one (1) licensed general contractor or building tradesperson, and three (3) persons, who 
through education or experience, have demonstrated a commitment to historic preservation or have a background in any 
of the categories represented by the regular members of the commission.  If, within 30 days after the submission of a 
written request for nominees to any of the above-named organizations, no such nominations have been submitted, the 
mayor may make such appointment without nomination by said organization. To the extent a person meets more than 
one of the foregoing specific membership requirements, then each such specific membership requirement so met shall 
be satisfied by such person's membership on the commission. All members and alternate members of the commission, 
except for the member nominated by the American Institute of Architects, shall be residents of the city. Vacancies shall 
be filled in the same manner as the original appointment for the unexpired term. In case of the absence, inability to act 
or unwillingness to act because of self-interest on the part of a member of the commission, his or her place shall be taken 
by an alternate member designated by the chairperson. Each member and alternate shall continue in office after the 
expiration of his or her term until his or her successor is duly appointed and qualified. All members shall serve without 
compensation.  The commission shall elect annually a chairperson and vice-chairperson from its own number and a 
secretary from within or without its number. 

By deleting Sec. 2-156 Bedford landing historic district established.  

Substituting new: 
Sec. 2-156 Establishment of Historic Districts 

1) Bedford Landing Historic District  
 
There is hereby established under the provisions of the Historic Districts Act, a  historic district to be known as 
Bedford Landing, bounded and described as shown on the map entitled, "Bedford Landing-Waterfront Historic 
District," as amended, attached to and made part of the ordinance from which this section is derived. 
(Code 1963, § 3-3102; Ord. of 6-10-71; Ord. of 9-13-79; Ord. of 2-8-01, § 1) 

2) Mechanics Lane Historic District  
 
There is hereby established under the provisions of the Historic Districts Act, a historic district to be known as 
Mechanics Lane, bounded and described as shown on the map entitled, "Mechanics Lane Historic District," attached 
to and made part of the ordinance from which this section is derived. 

a) All powers and duties set forth in this article shall be incorporated in this section, with the exception that the 
authority of the commission within the Mechanics Lane district is not extended to the review of the following: 



i) Temporary structures or signs, subject to requirements of the local zoning code and/or planning board; 
ii) Terraces, walks, driveways, sidewalks and similar structures or any one or more of them, provided that any 

structure is substantially at grade level with the qualification that on-grade areas intended for parking more 
than four motor vehicles are subject to review by the Historical Commission to assure that adequate planting, 
earth berms, walls or similar structures are implemented to screen or regulate the physical scale of the areas 
and to minimize their visual impact as viewed from public ways; 

iii) Walls and fences; 

iv) Storm doors and storm windows, screens, window air conditioners, lighting fixtures, antennae and similar 
appurtenances or any one or more of them; 

v) The color of paint; 

vi) Signs of not more than one square foot in area in connection with use of a residence for a customary home 
occupation or for professional purposes, provided only one such sign is displayed in connection with each 
residence and if illuminated is illuminated only indirectly, subject to requirements of the local zoning code 
and/or planning board; 

 

3) Abolition Row Historic District  
 
There is hereby established under the provisions of the Historic Districts Act, a historic district to be known as 
Abolition Row, bounded and described as shown on the map entitled, "Abolition Row Historic District," attached to 
and made part of the ordinance from which this section is derived. 

a) All powers and duties set forth in this article shall be incorporated in this section, with the exception that the 
authority of the commission within the Seventh Street district is not extended to the review of the following: 

i) Temporary structures or signs, subject to requirements of the local zoning code and/or planning board; 
ii) Terraces, walks, driveways, sidewalks and similar structures or any one or more of them, provided that any 

structure is substantially at grade level with the qualification that on-grade areas intended for parking more 
than four motor vehicles are subject to review by the Historical Commission to assure that adequate 
planting, earth berms, walls or similar structures are implemented to screen or regulate the physical scale 
of the areas and to minimize their visual impact as viewed from public ways; 

iii) Walls and fences; 
iv) Storm doors and storm windows, screens, window air conditioners, lighting fixtures, antennae and similar 

appurtenances or any one or more of them; 
v) The color of paint; 
vi) Signs of not more than one square foot in area in connection with use of a residence for a customary home 

occupation or for professional purposes, provided only one such sign is displayed in connection with each 
residence and if illuminated is illuminated only indirectly, subject to requirements of the local zoning code 
and/or planning board; 
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# PROPERTY ADDRESS PARCEL HISTORIC NAME YEAR STYLE INVENTORY FORM 

1 

47 MECHANICS LANE 

52-195
Charles Shannon House 

1830 Federal/Greek Revival 
NBE 754 

2 

49 MECHANICS LN 

52-194 1830 Federal/Greek Revival NBE 2602 

3 

60 MECHANICS LN 

52-203
Simon & Eliza Caswell 

Ashley House 1851 Italianate NBE 450 

4 

61 MECHANICS LN 

52-191 1830 Federal NBE 2603 

5 

62 MECHANICS LN 

52-202

Martin J. & Elizabeth 
Brown Lewis House 

1858 Greek Revival NBE 376 
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# PROPERTY ADDRESS PARCEL HISTORIC NAME YEAR STYLE INVENTORY FORM 

6 

96 SPRING ST 

52-190 Lydia Macy Russell House 1830 Federal NBE 244 

7 

17 SEVENTH ST 

52-201
Niles & Phebe Aris Tilden 

House 
1830 Federal NBE 357 

8 

21 SEVENTH ST 

52-376 Rebecca Tilden House 1843 Federal/Greek Revival 
NBE 201 

9 

ES SEVENTH ST 

52-189 George Sisson House 1830 Federal 
NBE 189 

10 

ES SEVENTH ST 

52-200 Danzell-Gould House 1846 Greek Revival 
NBE 758 
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# PROPERTY ADDRESS PARCEL HISTORIC NAME YEAR STYLE INVENTORY FORM 

11 

69 MECHANICS LN 

52-222
Pardon T. & Rebecca Skiff 

House 
1837 Greek Revival NBE 687 

12 

71 MECHANICS LN 

52-223 1890 
Shingle Style 

NBE 223 

13 

NS MECHANICS LN 

52-192 Parking Lot NC 

14 

149 WILLIAM ST 

52-209 First Baptist Church 
1829 
1856 
1928 

Greek Revival 
NBE 208 
NR 1975 

15 

161 WILLIAM ST 

52-207

First North Congregational 
Church / Second church 
vestry / John F. Emerson 

House 

1870 
Federal 

Classical Revival 
NBE 293 
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# PROPERTY ADDRESS PARCEL HISTORIC NAME YEAR STYLE INVENTORY FORM 

16 

163 WILLIAM STREET 

52-206 1929 NBE 2758 

17 

167 WILLIAM STREET 

52-205
1850 
1910 

Greek Revival NBE 2760 

18 

169 WILLIAM ST 

52-204

Universalist Church / 
Pilgrim Church / Temple 

Sinai / Douglass Memorial 
AME Church 

1855 Italianate NBE 2053 

19 

175 WILLIAM STREET 

52-198 1850 Greek revival NBE 2762 

20 

179 WILLIAM ST 

52-197 1848 Greek Revival/Italianate NBE 2763 
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# PROPERTY ADDRESS PARCEL HISTORIC NAME YEAR STYLE INVENTORY FORM 

21 

150 EIGHTH ST 

52-188 
Benjamin & Sophia Allen 

Almy House 
1845 

c.1870
Second Empire NBE 714 

22 

156 EIGHTH ST 

52-180
Manassah & Sophia Soule 

Kempton House 
1830 Federal NBE 291 

23 

168 EIGHTH ST 

52-179
Nathan E. & Catherine 

Cornell Hammett House 1850 Gothic Revival NBE 713 

24 

160 ELM ST 

52-184 c. 1830 Federal NBE 2531 

25 

162 ELM ST 

52-304 1855 Greek Revival NBE 2532 
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# PROPERTY ADDRESS PARCEL HISTORIC NAME YEAR STYLE INVENTORY FORM 

26 

170 ELM STREET 

52-182 Herman Cushan House 1834 Federal NBE 2533 

27 

176 ELM STREET 

52-181 Kempton - Winslow House c.1839 Federal NBE 2535 

28 

SS ELM STREET 

52-185
Vacant Lot 

NC 

29 

35 N SIXTH STREET 

52-186
Fred W. Greene, George R. 

Cherry, Parking Garage 
1925 20th Century Commercial NBE 699 

30 

WS N SIXTH STREET 

52-210 Parking Lot NC 
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