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STEP 2: DETERMINATION OF PREFERABLY PRESERVED 

STAFF REPORT  

  
 

Site:   21-23 Allen Street 

 

Case:   HPC.DMO 2021.02 

 

Applicant: 19-27 Allen Street, LLC 

 

Owner: Joan Martelli 

 

Proposal: Demolish all structures. 

 
HPC Meeting Date: March 16, 2021 

 

 

The purpose of a staff report is to provide the Historic Preservation Commission (HPC) with additional 

information and professional assessments regarding properties that are proposed for demolition. These 

assessments are based on the criteria allowed for consideration by the HPC in accordance with the 

Demolition Review Ordinance (DRO). A Staff Report is not a determination/decision nor does it 

constitute authorization in any form. 

 

 

 

 

I.    SUMMARY OF FEBRUARY 16, 2021 MEETING  

At their regular public meeting on February 16, 2021, the HPC voted all of the buildings at 21-23Allen 

Street to be “Historically Significant”.  Due to this determination, 21-23Allen Street moved on to the 

second step in the demolition review process, which calls for the HPC to determine whether or not the 

buildings should be “Preferably Preserved”. A determination of “preferably preserved” does not 

permanently halt demolition of a building. 
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II.    BUILDINGS UNDER CONSIDERATION  
 

21-23 Allen Street contains three residential structures. Two of the structures, 21 and 23, abut the public 

sidewalk. The third structure, which does not have a street number, is located at the rear of the lot, behind 

the two front buildings. The rear structure is difficult to see from the street. Photos of the buildings appear 

on the following page. The buildings will be referred to throughout the report as “21 Allen”, “23 Allen” 

and “Rear Building”. 

 

 

Right: 21 Allen Street 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Right: 23 Allen Street 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Right: Rear Building 
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III.    ADDITIONAL INFORMATION  
 

To see the historic map research regarding 21-23 Allen Street and a general history of the area, see the 

February 16, 2021 staff report on Historic Significance. 

 

The MACRIS inventory form published by the State’s Historic Preservation Office (SHPO) via the 

Massachusetts Historical Commission (MHC) dates 21 Allen Street to as early as 1840-1850, having been 

built for laborer housing. Given that laborer housing was built cheaply – both in terms of labor and 

materials – it is a testament to the workmanship that the structure has survived this long.  

 

Based on additional research, the period of significance for 21 Allen Street has been adjusted back to 

begin at 1840, 23 Allen Street to 1850-1869, and the Rear Building to 1892. Explanatory text follows 

throughout the staff report. 

 

As Staff has reiterated numerous times over the years, one of the many things that sets the field of historic 

preservation in the United States apart from the practice in other countries, particularly in Western 

Europe, is that in the U.S. we do not emphasize merely high-style examples of domestic architecture or 

the supposed “high-born” architects and inhabitants of such structures. Instead, the historic preservation 

practice in the U.S. recognizes the historic built environment of all economic classes of people. The lives 

of people - builders and occupants, whether we know about them in detail or in passing - and the stories 

of their lives are imbued in these buildings. All of these lives, individually and collectively, have 

contributed to the rich, varied, and complex cultural fabric of the City. 

 

On the first available map showing structures and property owner names, the 1874 Hopkins map, Patrick 

Mahoney was shown as the owner of the subject property. As of 1874, there were two structures on the 

lot: todays 21 Allen Street and 23 Allen Street, the two gable-fronted structures on this property (see 

above images for reference). 

 

City Directory research shows that at least as early as1869, Patrick Mahoney was listed as owning a house  

on Allen Street. His occupation is listed as “laborer”. Note that the location of his house is listed as “Allen 

near Milk” which refers to “Allen Street near Milk Street. Until 1875, Somerville Avenue was called 

“Milk Street”.   

 
      Below: 1869 Somerville City Directory listing for Patrick Mahoney 
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Other city directories that Staff was able to access were the 1873, 1875, and 1877 directories. In all of 

these directories, Patrick Mahoney is listed as the house owner on Allen Street. In 1875, the City 

Directory lists his home as being “Allen Street n. Somerville Avenue”. The name change from Milk 

Street to Somerville Avenue had only recently occurred. 

 

   
Below: 1874 City Directory listing for Patrick Mahoney      Below: 1875 City Directory listing for Patrick Mahoney 

 

 

 

 
Below: 1877 City Directory listing for Patrick Mahoney 
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Federal census research provided further insight into Patrick Mahoney’s life. The 1870 federal census 

shows that he was an immigrant from Ireland, as were countless residents of this part of the City at this 

time.  

 

At the time of the 1870 census he was 70 years old and still working as a laborer as he continued to do 

through at least 1877 as noted in the City Directory. This means that at the time of the 1877 Directory, he 

was 77 years old and still working as a laborer. The life of a laborer was a difficult one; the work was 

hard, often dangerous, the hours long and the wages low. A laborer did not have a steady job but changed 

every few weeks or months. A laborer might work a few months helping to dig a canal, fill in a river, lay 

and repair rail lines, work as further “unskilled” labor in many of the numerous plants and factories in the 

area. That Patrick Mahoney, as a laborer, was able to purchase property was no small feat. 

 

The 1870 federal census shows that his total worth was $200, or the rough equivalent of $3,993.62 today. 

It is almost certain that, due to his limited income as a laborer and the fact that there were two dwelling 

houses on the property, that he took in renters and boarders.  

 

This same census shows that he was illiterate. He lived with a woman named Mary Mahoney who was 29 

years old at the time of the census. She was also born in Ireland. She could have been his wife (significant 

age differences were not uncommon), daughter or other relative. Mary does not work outside the home. 

Three children also reside with Patrick and Mary Mahoney: Margaret (5) who is school-age, Kate (2), and 

Mary, an infant of 7 ½ months who was born in November of the census year. 

 
Below: 1870 Federal Census – Patrick Mahoney 

 

As noted in the staff report on Historic Significance, C.R. Pope is listed as the owner of 21-23 Allen 

Street on the 1884 Hopkins map. No information was uncovered in either the federal census or City 

Directories for this owner. It is possible that Pope was not a resident of the City. As is common today in 

Somerville, the 19th century also saw absentee landlords who had investment properties for rent. 

 

The 1895 Bromley map showed that ownership had changed to Charles O’Callahan and that a third 

residential structure, the “Rear Building” was now extant on the lot. It is unclear if the Rear Building was 

purposely built on the rear of the lot or if it was moved there from another location, a practice which was 

not uncommon in the 19th century. 

 

From records including City Directories, death certificates, and obituaries, there is much to learn of 

Charles O’Callahan and those who lived with him. The first time that he appears in records accessed to-

date at 21-23 Allen Street is the 1890 City Directory where he is listed living at 21 Allen Street. The 1892 

City Directory shows him living at 23 Allen Street.  Prior to this he is shown as living at 6 Allen Street in 

1889. 
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He was born in Ireland around 1854. His presence on Allen Street fits with the significant Irish immigrant 

presence in this area during the second half of the 19th century.  

 

It appears that, until the end of his life, O’Callahan worked as a laborer as did many of the residents of the 

area at this time (see earlier discussion of Patrick Mahoney). From the period of 1895 until his death in 

1909, O’Callahan and his family members rotated among the three structures on 21-23 Allen Street. As 

seen in the staff report for 27 Allen Street, O’Callahan at one time owned that building as well, 

domiciling there for a short period of time. 

 

Charles’ wife, Rose O’Callahan, owned and ran a “variety store” at an address that is alternately known 

as 23 ½  Allen Street and 25 Allen Street. It is possible that a portion of the current 23 Allen Street 

building was converted to house this small commercial enterprise or that another structure, no longer 

extant, housed the business. Regardless, that property was also owned by the O’Callahans.  

 

A variety store in the 19th century, much like variety stores today, sold an array of goods: canned food, 

coffee, tea, tobacco, dry goods, fruits and vegetables, and household items. Such stores served to provide 

some of the essentials residents and workers needed on a daily basis.  

 

As the proprietor, Rose O’Callahan would have interacted with countless Allen Street and Union Square 

residents, area laborers and the workers of the nearby slaughterhouses, glassworks and other industries. 

Hers was an occupation that lent itself to being witness to the habits and personal stories of the people in 

this area at the time. 

 

The 1897 City Directory shows Charles and Rose O’Callahan living at 21 Allen Street (see photos earlier 

in report for visual references). Note that all f the people listed under the “O’Callahan” name ma or may 

not be related; a City Directory simply listed all people with the same last name under one heading. 

However, Rose O’Callahn, as noted above, was, indeed, Charles’ wife. The “do.” at the end of her entry 

stands for “ditto”. Instead of writing “Allen” again after 21, “do.” was used. Therefore, her entry shows 

that her variety store was at 25 Allen Street and her residence, which she owned, was at 21 Allen Street. 

 

Multiple City Directory entries for the O’Callahans are included below. They often moved between all 

three buildings on the property. 

 

 
Below: 1897 City Directory entry   Below: 1898 City Directory entry 
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By 1899, the O’Callahans had at least two boarders living at the property, who may or may not be 

relatives; John and Patrick were found in earlier directories boarding at other properties in the City. The 

“b.” refers to “boarder”. A boarder, as opposed to a renter, lived in one room and had some meals 

included in the fee (“room and board”) that they paid on a weekly or monthly basis. In 1899, all of the 

O’Callahans listed were living in the Rear Building on the property (identified by the “r.”). Note that 

Rose’s store is now listed as 23 ½ Allen Street. In 1900, the O’Callahans continue to have boarders at the 

Rear Building. Portions of the other two houses on the property were also likely filled with boarders 

and/or renters. 

 
 

Below: 1899 City Directory entry    Below: 1900 City Directory entry 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The listing for Rose Callahan’s variety store at 21 ½ Allen Street appears in the Variety Store listing in 

the 1903 City Directory on the following page. Notice the significant number of female owners of variety 

stores in the listing. 
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Rose O’Callahan dies at age 45 in 1904 after a month of suffering from “paralysis” with a secondary 

cause of death being meningitis. “Paralysis” in this time period was typically caused by the polio virus 

and death from paralysis tended to occur in older individuals. The virus would have infected the muscles 

associated with breathing; essentially Rose would have likely suffocated to death. The meningitis caused 

by the viral infection would have created a swelling of the protective membranes around the brain and 

spinal cord. Staff provides this information not to dwell on the macabre, but to underscore just how 

difficult both life and death were at that time, particularly for the working class. There was also a lack of 

meaningful treatment for a multitude of medical ailments. Rose’s death certificate appears below: 
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Her obituary listing in the Boston Globe shows that her arrangements were handled by the Flaherty 

Funeral Home on Washington Street. This funeral home was still operating (as Brown-Flaherty Funeral 

Home) as late as 2016. (It has now been converted to residential condos. The funeral itself was held at 

Saint Joseph’s across the street. At the time of Rose’s death, the church still retained its steeple which was 

removed in 1978 due to structural instability. 

 
Below: Rose O’Callahan’s obituary in the Boston Globe, 1904. Call-out of same. Staff provides a fuller page of the newspaper to 

provide historical context. (Zoom function will be needed.) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
Right:  Former (Brown-) Flaherty Funeral Home 
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Note the close proximity of these services to the O’Callahan’s properties; this was neighborhood 

life/living. 

 
Below, left: St. Joseph’s Church today.       

Below, right: St. Joseph’s church largely as it would have looked during the time of Rose and Charles O’Callahan 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

After Rose’s death, Charles continued working as a laborer until 1909, the year of his own death. In 1909 

his occupation in the City Directory is listed as a “grocer”. He opened a grocery at 23a Allen Street. It is 

likely this is the same location as the 23 ½ Allen address where Rose operated her variety store. The 

boarders, John and Patrick, from several years earlier still love at the Rear Building on the property along 

with Charles. John now owns the property in part with Charles (the “h.” is the indicator in the directory). 

Patrick remains a boarder. John and Patrick’s jobs have changed to painter and Teamster. 

 

 

 
  

 

 

 

 

 

 
 Left: 1909 City Directory listing, the year of 

Charles’ death. 
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Charles dies in 1909 at the age of 55 of “pernicious anemia”1 from which he suffered for a year-and-a-

half. Pernicious anemia is a condition whereby the body is unable to produce enough red blood cells due 

to the lack of vitamin B12. This condition leads to fatigue, shortness of breath, jaundice (yellowing of the 

skin) or pallor (severe paleness), bleeding gums, irregular heartbeat, mental confusion, personality 

changes and permanent damage to the nervous system. 

 

A secondary cause of death is listed as “gastritis”2 which is the inflammation of the lining of the stomach. 

 

 

While these conditions are treatable today, this was not the case in the late 19th and early 20th centuries; 

antibiotics had not been discovered and medical treatments and procedures were still crude, particularly 

by today’s standards. 

 

His death certificate appears below: 

 
1 Pernicious anaemia:  https://www.nhlbi.nih.gov/health-topics/pernicious-

anemia#:~:text=These%20symptoms%20include%20nausea%20(feeling,B12%20deficiency%20and%20pernicious%20anemia. 
 
2 Gastritis: https://www.mayoclinic.org/diseases-conditions/gastritis/symptoms-causes/syc-20355807 

 

https://www.nhlbi.nih.gov/health-topics/pernicious-anemia#:~:text=These%20symptoms%20include%20nausea%20(feeling,B12%20deficiency%20and%20pernicious%20anemia
https://www.nhlbi.nih.gov/health-topics/pernicious-anemia#:~:text=These%20symptoms%20include%20nausea%20(feeling,B12%20deficiency%20and%20pernicious%20anemia
https://www.mayoclinic.org/diseases-conditions/gastritis/symptoms-causes/syc-20355807
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IV.  DETERMINATION 

The HPC must determine one of the following for each of the buildings at 21-23 Allen Street: 

 

a. That the building is Preferably Preserved. 

b. That the building is not Preferably Preserved. 

c. That the building is not Preferably Preserved with Conditions. 

 

See the following section V “Findings” for guidance. 

 

V.  FINDINGS 

Since each building must receive its own separate determination, Staff has provided thumbnails 

of each of the buildings for ease-of-reference when the Commission makes its findings: 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

    21 Allen Street        23 Allen Street   Rear Building 

 

a. Preferably Preserved 

For a determination of preferably preserved, the HPC must make the following finding: 

   

- That the demolition of the buildings at 21-23 Allen Street would be detrimental to the 

architectural, cultural, political, economic, or social heritage of the City. 

 

If the HPC makes the above finding. the Commission must state their reasons why they take 

either position for EACH building separately.  

 

 

b. Not Preferably Preserved 

If the HPC makes the above finding. the Commission must state their reasons why they take 

either position for EACH building separately.  

 

 

      c.   Not Preferably Preserved with Conditions 
For a determination of NOT preferably preserved with Conditions, the HPC must make the 

following finding: 
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- That the building(s) at 21-23 Allen Street do not meet any of the criteria to be “preferably 

preserved.”. The HPC may add any or all of the following as conditions to this 

determination: 

1. photographic documentation of the building to be demolished; 

2. architectural renderings of the building to be demolished; 

3. identification of materials for salvage of material; and/or, 

4. a plan for installation of historic or interpretive signage at or near the site. 

 

If the HPC makes the above finding, the HPC must state their reasons why they take this 

position. 

 

 

VI. VOTE 

When bringing the matter to a vote, the HPC must include the reasons why each of the buildings 

at 21-23 Allen Street is or is not “preferably preserved”. 

 

 

 



 

Inventory No: SMV.368   

Historic Name:

Common Name:

Address: 21 Allen St

 

City/Town: Somerville

Village/Neighborhood: Ward Two - Cobble Hill

Local No:

Year Constructed: r 1845

Architect(s):

Architectural Style(s): No style

Use(s): Single Family Dwelling House

Significance: Architecture

Area(s):

Designation(s):

Building Materials(s):
Wall: Aluminum Siding; Wood
Foundation: Concrete Unspecified

 

The Massachusetts Historical Commission (MHC) has converted this paper record to digital format as part of ongoing
projects to scan records of the Inventory of Historic Assets of the Commonwealth and National Register of Historic
Places nominations for Massachusetts. Efforts are ongoing and not all inventory or National Register records related to
this resource may be available in digital format at this time. 

The MACRIS database and scanned files are highly dynamic; new information is added daily and both database
records and related scanned files may be updated as new information is incorporated into MHC files. Users should
note that there may be a considerable lag time between the receipt of new or updated records by MHC and the
appearance of related information in MACRIS. Users should also note that not all source materials for the MACRIS
database are made available as scanned images. Users may consult the records, files and maps available in MHC's
public research area at its offices at the State Archives Building, 220 Morrissey Boulevard, Boston, open M-F, 9-5. 

Users of this digital material acknowledge that they have read and understood the MACRIS Information and Disclaimer
(http://mhc-macris.net/macrisdisclaimer.htm) 

Data available via the MACRIS web interface, and associated scanned files are for information purposes only. THE ACT OF CHECKING THIS
DATABASE AND ASSOCIATED SCANNED FILES DOES NOT SUBSTITUTE FOR COMPLIANCE WITH APPLICABLE LOCAL, STATE OR
FEDERAL LAWS AND REGULATIONS. IF YOU ARE REPRESENTING A DEVELOPER AND/OR A PROPOSED PROJECT THAT WILL
REQUIRE A PERMIT, LICENSE OR FUNDING FROM ANY STATE OR FEDERAL AGENCY YOU MUST SUBMIT A PROJECT NOTIFICATION
FORM TO MHC FOR MHC'S REVIEW AND COMMENT. You can obtain a copy of a PNF through the MHC web site (www.sec.state.ma.us/mhc)
under the subject heading "MHC Forms." 

Commonwealth of Massachusetts
Massachusetts Historical Commission

220 Morrissey Boulevard, Boston, Massachusetts 02125
www.sec.state.ma.us/mhc 

This file was accessed on:   Saturday, March 13, 2021 at 8:43: PM

http://mhc-macris.net/macrisdisclaimer.htm
http://www.sec.state.ma.us/mhc


FORM B - BUILDING 

MASSACHUSETTS HISTORICAL COMMISSION 
294 Washington S t r e e t , Boston, MA 02108 

cro s s s t r e e t s and other b u i l d i n g s 
o r g e o g r a p h i c a l f e a t u r e s . 
I n d i c a t e n o r t h ; 

Date 

Area Form no. 
Ward I I 

R o l l 34: 5 

e r v i l l e 

21 A l l e n S t r e e t 

Name 

g i n a l 

sent 

p : [ZI P r i v a t e i n d i v i d u a l 
P r i v a t e o r g a n i z a t i o n 

P u b l i c 

g i n a l owner 

ION: 

ca. 1840-50 

Source 

S t y l e Greek R e v i v a l 

A r c h i t e c t 

E x t e r i o r w a l l f a b r i c 

O u t b u i l d i n g s 

1
 -rX 

Major a l t e r a t i o n s (with dates)_ 

removal of r e t u r n s at eaves; new concrete 
steps. 

Recorded by M a r Y Bennett/C.Z. 

O r g a n i z a t i o n Landscape Research 

Date 1 Q / 8 0 

Moved Date 

Approx. acreage 

S e t t i n g 

3 ( S t a p l e a d d i t i o n a l sheets " ere) 



5 AAVJ . 3& % 

ARCHITECTURAL SIGNIFICANCE ( d e s c r i b e important a r c h i t e c t u r a l f e a t u r e s and 
evalua t e i n terms of other b u i l d i n g s w i t h i n community) 

21 A l l e n i s r e p r e s e n t a t i v e of the s i m p l e s t most cheaply c o n s t r u c t e d d w e l l i n g , 
of the p e r i o d . Window openings were kept to a minimum: only one at the 
f r o n t e l e v a t i o n , w i t h a s i d e h a l l p l a n and entrance. Some.of the 6/6 
windows s t i l l i n t a c t . 

HISTORICAL SIGNIFICANCE ( e x p l a i n the r o l e owners p l a y e d i n l o c a l or s t a t e h i s t o r y 
and how the b u i l d i n g r e l a t e s t o the development o f the community) 

Once a marshy s i t e , t h i s house was b u i l t or moved near the s i t e of the 
C. Bennett rope walk . 

BIBLIOGRAPHY and/or REFERENCES 

Draper, M a r t i n , Map of S o m e r v i i i e , 1852. 
Hopkins, G.M. A t l a s of the C i t y of S o m e r v i i i e , 1874 
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