Congress Street Historic District

Designation Report

Congress Street is Portland’s “Main Street,” theipgula’s primary east-west
commercial and transportation axis. The richnesisdaversity of its architecture and
public spaces, particularly along the section editggnfrom Franklin Arterial to Bramhall
Square, constitutes a unique record of Portlaresglential and commercial
development history.

Over the years Congress Street has been the Ioadtzhoice for many of the city’s
most important business, religious, residentiaficcand cultural buildings. For most of
the past two centuries it has been seen as Maimes$ sophisticated urban area, where
one could witness what was new and most exciththough Congress Street has
always welcomed change, it has also retained kmjnders of earlier chapters in its
history. For example, the Wadsworth-Longfellow ldeuone of the nation’s oldest
historic house museums, continues to stand aload&newer department stores and
office towers of subsequent eras. This eclecti@sihlayering of historical periods is
the essence of the district’s character and wha&esd unique among Portland’s historic
districts, which generally have a more limited ‘ipdrof significance.” In the Congress
Street district it is possible to read the longdrig of the Portland’s development in the
buildings that line the street.

Boundaries

The Congress Street Historic District is focusedCamgress Street itself, between
Bramhall Square and Franklin Street, but also ohetuportions of adjoining streets that
collectively make up Portland’s traditional “dowmto.” At its western end, beyond High
Street, the district is bordered on the north andlsby the Deering Street Historic
District and the West End Historic District. Ea$High Street the northern boundary of
the district reaches the south side of Cumberlanehfe in several locations where the
historic building fabric is intact. The southemumdary runs from High Street along
Spring Street to Oak Street. It turns northerbngl Oak, and then easterly along Free
Street to Center Street, tracing around parkingdotthe north side of the street. It then
runs south on Center Street to Spring and easty&@pnng to Temple Street. After
tracing around the One City Center site, it thdlowes Federal Street to Franklin
Arterial.

History
If there is one word that characterizes the histony development of Congress Street, it

is change. From the street’s beginnings as an access ooddriners bringing their
goods to market, to its development first into @spigious residential neighborhood and



then into Portland’s commercial and cultural cenfez character and role of Congress
Street have changed repeatedly.

Colonial Falmouth Neck (“Portland” after 1786) beges a series of wharves connected
by packed dirt lanes. Most travel and transpoertd from the town was by sea and the
principal street, India Street (originally calledoBd Street, then King Street), stretching
back from the waterfront, was lined with clusteffilomes and businesses. Eventually an
access road intersecting the top of India Strestexéended to reach the mainland at the
west end of the peninsula, and the agriculturah®developing inland. Originally

called Back Street or Queen Street, it was know@asgyress Street by 1823. Most
people probably knew it simply as “the road thatke out of town.” Its most prominent
early structures were the First Parish Meeting leqd340, replaced by the current
structure in 1825-26) and the hay scales at M&@ketare (renamed Monument Square in
1892). Up through the Revolutionary War periodciB&treet was considered the edge
of town.

In the reconstruction of the town following indepence (it had been burned by British
naval forces in 1775), Congress Street began tadye actively developed. Market
Square was a commercial hub where farm productsddgor residents of the booming
port were bought and sold. Residential fashiomewer, triggered Congress Street’s
development to the west, a movement that continuitithe 20" century. One of the
first private homes to rise after the Revolutiorswlae elegant Wadsworth-Longfellow
House (1785-86), now the only remaining exampla single family residence on this
downtown section of Congress Street. By 1800, itgpoherchants, ship’s captains and
other business leaders had begun to commissiondtestigde homes in the area of
Congress Square, High, and State Streets. Thascardinued as the city’s fashionable
residential neighborhood up to the time of statehd®20) and beyond.

After the War of 1812, as Portland began to receeenmercial vitality, it sought

political power as well. From 1820 until 1832 Pamtd served as the capital of the new
State of Maine. The State House and County CoousE were located on the site of the
current City Hall, lending new importance to Corgg&treet. In 1825 a Town Hall with
Market House on the lower level was built in MarBepuare. It was renovated in the
Greek Revival style, with columned portico, in 1888er Portland was incorporated as a
city. It served as City Hall until 1858 and cona as a public market until being
removed for the Civil War memorial statue in thie (29" century. Its neighbors

included a museum of curiosities, a tavern, a hantdlnumerous stores.

Stores moved westward more slowly than did fastimbomes. The Charles Q. Clapp
Block (H.H. Hay Building) appeared on Congress 3gua 1826, but stores and shops
were still outnumbered by churches in the vicimtyhe Square. Historian Edward H.
Elwell, in the 19 century, called the Square a “sort of Zion’s Hitieing surrounded by
nearly a half-dozen churches built between 1831taadivil War.



Up through the 1860s “mixed-use” characterized mbste area, except around
Monument Square with its large commercial propsrti€he Great Fire of 1866 did not
touch Congress Street west of Temple Street, ajth@ity Hall and the eastern reaches
of the street to the base of Munjoy Hill were degtd. In 1866 a hotel was built near the
head of Forest Avenue, the first of many builthe tirea over the following century,
moving away from the location of earlier hotels mielarket Square. During the next
three decades, the area between Market (Monumguodr& and Congress Square began
to fill in with notable buildings, such as the IsiQueen Anne style J.B. Brown
Memorial Block, the Baxter Building, and the Comggé&quare Hotel. After the Great
Fire the lower blocks of Free Street were rebuilictorian styles consistent with the
new buildings in the adjoining Exchange Street .arthe intersection of Free and
Middle Streets the Lower H.H. Hay Building was bai$ a “flatiron” building like the
Upper H.H. Hay Building at Congress Square, crgatimque “bookends” for the

blocks between.

Street cars ran throughout the city, extendingsthe and capabilities of the downtown
(which still very much included the Exchange Stie®d waterfront areas). The
intersection of Middle, Federal, and Congress &raeMarket Square made the square a
pivotal location where traffic flowed to and frotmetExchange Street area and the
waterfront (this dynamic connection was lost whesn1970’s Maine Way project
redesigned Monument Square as a pedestrian ontg spal eliminated the upper section
of Middle Street). East of Market Square, the diEn style City Hall occupied a block
of Congress Street and was rebuilt on the samaftdethe 1866 fire. At the same time,
the burned-over block bound by Congress, FranRi@arl and Federal Streets became
Portland’s first downtown public green space, Lind®ark. Over time, it came to be
faced with imposing public buildings and churches.

From the 1880s, the section west of Congress Sdpemyan to change with the
construction of ambitious new civic and commerstalictures, often replacing earlier
residences. A number of residences which had beiirback from the street had new
commercial storefronts added up to the sidewakkubper floors typically converted to
apartments. The elegant Romanesque Revival Pdrilablic Library was built in 1888,
followed by the 1895 Columbia Hotel and the Lafégétotel of 1903. Continuing the
trend begun in the early $@entury, residential development continued west \was
replaced with commercial development in the expagndiowntown. West of Longfellow
Square, blocks of substantial single family rest#snwere constructed along Congress
Street, many designed by the city’s leading archste

At the turn of the century, Portland was a prospsm@mmercial city with a growing
tourist trade. Congress Street reflected whatveasin the world and, after yet another
fire, in 1909, the City hired one of the natioréadling architectural firms to design a new
City Hall in the fashionable Beaux Arts style. Tteetch of Congress Street between
Monument and Congress Squares became noted faslt®nable shops and large
department stores. In 1910, a new era arrived \linefidelity Trust Company erected
the city’s first “skyscraper” at Monument Squaihe 1920s roared up Congress Street
as electric trolleys and increasing numbers ofraotales brought visitors to the compact



downtown that included restaurants, theaters, degat stores, movie houses, an
historical society and an art museum. Art Dectestyrived in downtown with the
construction of the second AT & T Building on FdrAsenue and several smaller
structures in the style. Large multi-story aparttriarildings were constructed on many
of the side streets off Congress Street, reflecdingw style of urban living. By then the
Exchange Street area was eclipsed by Congress &sréee business center of the city
and what is now known as the Old Port began tamecIBy 1930, new downtown
structures like the Shwartz, Congress (State Theatel Chapman (Time and
Temperature) Buildings — as well as the new Eadtlotel — had established the shape
of the street for the next forty years.

The Great Depression largely halted new constrncitd the following economic boom
of World War 1l concentrated resources on the qoietibn of ships and war materials
rather than buildings. After the war, two new faed-dime stores appeared, one in
Colonial Revival style and the other Art Deco, batthe face of developing suburban
shopping centers, the downtown began to langufhen attempts were made to retain
or attract business, money was spent on renovatidgevamping storefronts to appear
“modern” with new materials, many of which did moatch the quality of the original
construction and have not aged well. Most busesessnovated only the first floor, the
area most readily seen by the passing pedestrianotarist. Reflecting the post-war
embrace of “the latest thing,” a delayed reactmthe economic constraints of the
Depression, and clearly feeling the competitiamfrthe new suburban shopping centers,
businesses attempted to replace the “dowdy” imé&gieeatraditional “Main Street” with
the image of the suburban shopping center itdelizas during this period that the upper
story space along much of Congress Street becacamtvar underutilized. A number of
the large homes between Longfellow Square and BalrSlyuare were raised and
replaced with gas stations, others were conveaediinmercial uses or divided

into apartments.

It was not until the 1970’s that Portland’s econostagnation began a long slow path to
recovery. With the availability of Federal “Urb&gnewal” money, the ambitious Maine
Way public infrastructure program signaled a netgrest in and concern about
downtown by city leaders. In 1969, Casco Bank tranted a new high rise office
building for its headquarters at Monument Squavendo be a newly redesigned public
space. This ushered in a phase of dramatic la@e sew construction, not seen since
the 1920s. It came to include such structures ais®Savings Plaza (1974), the
Cumberland County Civic Center (1977), the Intaoret! style Portland Public Library
(1979), and the new Post Modern style wing of thelénd Museum of Art (1982-83).

At the same time historic commercial buildings sastthe Congress Square Hotel and
the Upper H.H. Hay Building were rehabilitated faw uses. A “notorious” donut shop
at Congress Square was cleared to make way fowvgubklic plaza.

A primary focus of “Urban Renewal” projects natiade/was to increase the
accessibility of older city centers to automobilénfortunately, this often involved the
wholesale clearance of built up historic areasfew arterials and surface parking areas.
Portland did not escape these negative effectsi®frtfusion of federal money. While



Congress Street itself was largely spared, marnlgeosurrounding blocks were cleared.
Oak Street, Shepley Street, Preble Street, CumitzeAaenue, Brown Street and Free
Street all saw large blocks of buildings clearedparking, often leaving large paved
open spaces surrounded by significant Landmarktsires.

Through the 1980s the growth of the Maine Mall areSouth Portland and the revival
of the Old Port district contributed to the congdudecline of Congress Street as a
shopping destination. By the early 1990s thedastntown department store, Porteous,
Mitchell & Braun, closed and much of the storefrepice along Congress Street was
vacant. The development of suburban office spadealtso had a negative effect on
downtown by this point, with increasing vacancyesain office buildings on Congress
Street. This was probably the lowest point for dwwn Congress Street in terms of
economic viability.

As the national economy improved in the 1990s, down Portland turned a corner and
began to recover. Previous economic recoveryefiid Port district, based largely on
its historic character, and the “rediscovery” oftRmd’s wealth of wonderful historic
homes had stabilized the population and createatransphere encouraging investment
in Portland. As property prices reached recordltewethe Old Port investors began to
look toward downtown. The J.B. Brown Memorial Btaand the Lafayette Hotel, two
large and highly visible historic structures, wezbabilitated under the federal historic
tax credit program. The State Theater, the lagthat was once a long list of downtown
“movie palaces,” was reclaimed from its use asra@graphic theater and restored. The
Maine College of Art purchased the Porteous depantrstore building and began
rehabilitation of it as a new main building for thehool, continuing a move to Congress
Street they had begun with the purchase of thedoPortland Public Library in 1979.
The Children’s Museum of Maine moved into a buigdthat had once been one of
Elwell’s “Zion’s Hill” churches, next to the new wg of the Portland Museum of Art at
Congress Square..

A significant contributor to the recovery was philaropist Elizabeth Noyce, who
purchased and renovated a number of large downpoaperties. Her investments lead
to increased office building occupancy, the opemihg new L.L. Bean store as a retail
anchor on Congress Street, and the creation d?dniand Public Market. The City of
Portland addressed issues of damaged and datetllghting and street furniture with
the phased installation of attractive new fixtuaesl worked proactively to attract
businesses to Congress Street.

In the early years of the 2tentury, Congress Street and downtown Portlanereaht
into a new period of prosperity, with the firstifjcant new development pressures
since the 1970s. For the first time since World-Wahe upper floors of Congress
Street buildings began to be renovated, partiqufar residential use. West of
Longfellow Square, a large new multi-story residariuilding, Walker Terrace,
replaced one of the gas stations, restoring tleetstvall and residential usage to that
block. The “Bernie’s Fashion” building at the hieairdowntown with an
undistinguished and deteriorated post-war facadereplaced with a striking



contemporary structure. Using the federal taxicggagram for rehabilitation of historic
structures, the Maine College of Art convertedftirener Everett Hotel on Oak Street
into student housing.

Today the Congress Street area is still evolvinth many underutilized sites available
for it to continue its historic role as a showplé@enew and exciting architecture. The
lessons of the past 40 years — the negative coarsegs of “Urban Renewal” as well as
the positive consequences of historic preservatitorts in other sections of the city —
strongly suggest that the district’'s important dnit resources, something the competing
suburban shopping and office developments can rafen; be protected with review of
exterior alterations to historic buildings and eaviof new construction for compatibility
with its surrounding context. This is the only wayensure that future generations will
experience the many layers and periods of developméviaine’s most urban area.

Visual Character

The visual character of the district is rich ande@. Unlike several other historic
districts in Portland, which were largely constadttvithin a limited “period of
significance,” the character of the Congress Stegrict is one of layered historical
development over time. This results in an are& witlelightful mix of historical
architectural styles from ¥&entury Colonial and $dcentury Federal to 30century
International and Zicentury Post Modern styles, with examples of iyeavery
significant style of residential, commercial andiciarchitecture in between. This
diversity of styles has been a part of the aremsal character since early in its history
and (with a number of large underutilized lots withs boundaries) its continuation into
the future is likely.

Represented in the district are the works of maoyninent architects from the early™9
through the 29 centuries. Maine architects and architecturatdithat have contributed
to the street include Charles Quincy Clapp, FraHciBassett, Frederick A. Tompson,
John Calvin Stevens, George Burnham, John P. ThandMiller & Mayo .
Noteworthy regional and national firms whose warkepresented in the district include
Densmore, LeClear & Robbins and Shepley, BulfiiRichardson & Abbott of Boston
and Richard Morris Hunt, Carrere & Hastings and. IRi & Partners of New York.

In addition to the wide variety of styles found it the district, the scale of
development varies significantly as well. The Casg Street Historic District is unique
among Portland’s historic districts in that it exiks widely divergent building heights,
even within a single block. Consistent with tlesagnized pattern of development, new
buildings of even greater height can be comfortalsilgommodated in the mix. For this
reason, the height allowances established by zdwhgeh allows developments of 200°
+ in certain locations) should be honored in rewproposals for new construction
within the Congress Street Historic District. Geatlg, the Congress Street Historic
District exhibits a greater concentration of tallldings than the Portland Waterfront
Historic District, creating an urban environmentneiscent of much larger cities and
almost unique in the state of Maine.



Within the variety of styles and periods of arctitee represented within the district,
there are several common urban design charactsristat serve to unify the area. First,
with few exceptions, the structures that line Cesgrare built up to the street, creating a
strong street wall and sense of enclosure. Sec¢badhest buildings on the street—those
identified as landmarks and contributing structareghibit high quality materials and a
high level of craftsmanship. Third, the majorifytoe commercial structures,

particularly those built during the $@&nd early 28 century, share a basic visual
organization with an identifiable base (storefri@viel), middle (upper facade) and top
(terminating cornice.) Within the storefront zoteelf, there is also a typical design
formula with low bulkheads, large display windowsnsom windows, and recessed
entries. The beauty of this design formula is thist flexible enough to accommodate a
wide variety of architectural styles, materials aedails while at the same time providing
a level of consistency that unifies the streetscape

Today, a number of the commercial structures withendistrict exhibit a rather
schizophrenic appearance. Although the upper &cad these buildings remain in
remarkably original condition, the storefronts #re product of numerous layers of
“modernization.” All too often the storefront renaliohg did not take into account the
materials, architectural proportions or basic org@ion of the upper floors and, as a
result, any architectural relationship that oncistexl between the two zones has become
severed. Because the ground floor is what attraots attention from the casual
observer, it is often difficult to see beyond thgartunate remodeling and appreciate the
beauty or value of the building. Through the histpreservation review process, there
IS an opportunity to restore lost stylistic relasbips and character by returning to the
original design formula and vocabulary of these pmmised structures.

There are a small number of buildings in the ditthat are of exceptional architectural,
historical, or cultural significance. These arsigeated as Landmark structures. First
Parish Church and City Hall are examples of Landrbaildings. The majority of the
buildings within the district boundaries, while radtLandmark status, are architecturally
notable, and therefore worthy of preservation. sehare ranked as Contributing
buildings in the Historic Resources Inventory. efidhare also a number of buildings that
are considered Non-Contributing. These buildingisegally fall into three categories: a)
structures that clearly have no architecturalonisal, or cultural merit; b) once-notable
historic structures that have been so fundamenrditlyed to make restoration infeasible;
or c) structures less than fifty years old. Theseer buildings may be architecturally
notable, and may, in time, be considered histdyical culturally significant, but are too
new for that judgment to be made at this time. niBrall Fire Station is an example of
these newer buildings. As these buildings redthyears of age their designation may
be reconsidered.

Civic and institutional buildings also contributethe character of the district. Although
only one of the nearly dozen church buildings whielre existed in the district is still in
use as a church, two others remain in altered torchone is being renovated for use as a
restaurant. Numerous nearby church steeples sitdesfrom within the district, as



reminders of a time when steeples were the higlasttures in the city. Municipal
buildings include the Beaux Arts style City Halldaklerrill Auditorium, Portland High
School, two Portland Public Library buildings ame fstations from several periods.
Across Lincoln Park from Congress Street, the Cutabd County and Federal
Courthouses contribute to the character of the @msgStreet Historic District although
they are just outside it, in the Portland Waterfrdistoric District. Institutional
structures include the several buildings of thellBod Museum of Art, The Wadsworth-
Longfellow House and Maine Historical Society, teal Dow House Museum, The
Masonic Temple, Holt Hall/Maine Eye and Ear Infinpaand the original Mercy
Hospital at Longfellow Square (the last two congdrto residential use).

Also contributing greatly to the visual charactétte district are the public squares and
parks that are spaced along the length of Con@®est. These include Lincoln Park,
Monument Square, Congress Square, and Bramhaltr&qilihese parks and plazas are
intentional breaks in the prevailing street walll gmovide welcome breathing room
within the otherwise densely developed downtowa.aidenportant pieces of public art
within the district include the Firemen Statue (€alnFire Station), The Soldier and
Sailors Monument/Our Lady of Victories statue (Morant Square), The Little Water
Girl statue (Portland Public Library), Henry WadstinoLongfellow statue (Longfellow
Square), the Stanley Pullen Memorial Fountain (Fadgtreet) and the Lincoln Park
fountain.

Less apparent to the casual viewer, but cruciahtierstanding the development of the
downtown district, is the residential charactemglgections of Congress Street within
the district. A wide range of residential propestare located within the district. The
single-family Wadsworth-Longfellow House, just we$tMonument Square, represents
a once common form of residential development nthermwvise completely replaced with
later development in the heart of downtown. Inesallocations, on Free Street and
Congress Street, early"l@entury Federal and Greek Revival row housestireisible,
with later commercial storefront additions or aigyns at the street level. Between
Congress Square and Longfellow Square the samerpatseen with Italianate houses
from the middle of the ¥®century. Closer to, and beyond, Longfellow Square
residences in Second Empire, Queen Anne, Roman&sgueal and other styles of the
late 19" century are apparent with later alterations toveonthem to commercial or
institutional use. Another development in the etioh of the district and urban
residential living is represented by the largeyead" century apartment buildings on
Congress Street and on side streets between CeragrésCumberland Avenue. Several
large late-Victorian era hotels have also been eded to residential apartments.

Objectives of Historic District Designation

As stated in the History section of this repore @ongress Street area today is still
evolving, with underutilized sites available fotatcontinue its historic role as a
showplace for new and exciting architecture. Lassuf the past 40 years — the negative
consequences of “Urban Renewal” as well as theipesmpacts of historic preservation
efforts in other sections of the city — stronglggest that the district’s important historic



resources, something competing suburban shoppuohgféioce developments can never
offer, be protected with review of exterior altéoas to historic buildings and review of
new construction for compatibility with its surralding context. This is the only way to
ensure that future generations will experiencenthay layers and periods of
development in Maine’s most urban area.

The careful renovation of several landmark buildiog Congress Street using the
historic preservation tax credit program of the @8&emonstrates clearly the positive
effect that adherence to historic preservationdgteds can have on building
rehabilitation. The J.B. Brown Memorial Block, legktte Hotel, Hanson Block, and the
Congress Square Hotel, to name several examples,alleehabbed under the tax credit
program. These buildings are often cited todagvédence that Congress Street is
recovering from its economic struggles. While eatly designated Landmark structures
now qualify for federal and state tax credits, ¢heation of the Congress Street Historic
District will allow less noteworthy, but Contribaty, structures to also qualify for tax
credits. The buildings facing onto the south sitiMonument Square are examples of
such Contributing buildings. Designation will alsesure that all exterior alterations
within the district follow the standards used ihabilitating the structures that used the
tax credit program in the past.

Numerous national magazines and “best place” rgskimave identified Portland as an
exceptional small city in recent years, frequentting its historic character as an
important element of its appeal as a place todivesit. The 2006 Brookings Institute
report commissioned by the Grow Smart Maine orgation identified preserving
Maine’s “sense of place” as critical to its longmeeconomic viability and quality of life.
Additionally, serious concerns about preventingditetion of Portland’s character
through the proliferation of corporate chain busses, indistinguishable from those now
virtually everywhere in the nation, have been dlelaeard in City Hall. The Congress
Street Historic District will go a long way towapdotecting the recognized positive
elements and preventing the feared “anywhere Amehomogenization of downtown
Portland through review of exterior alterationgnsige, and new construction.

The residential character of the western sectidgh@fCongress Street District was
somewhat compromised in the latef"2@ntury when a number of residences were
replaced by gas stations and other structures swted to highway “strip development”
than to an urban downtown. These buildings, géiyesainferior design and materials,
are nearing the end of their intended lifecycles tueir sites are likely to face
redevelopment in coming decades. New developmethis section of the district should
respect the residential character of the surviwistpric structures, irrespective of the
uses of the new buildings. New development inedgtern sections of the district should
continue to have an urban commercial, institutipoagovernmental character,
respecting and reflecting the existing historicstres, while being architecturally true
to its own time.



