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1. Name of Property

historic name Aypr Main .St.rppt. Higl-.or-ir nitstrirt-
other names/site number
2. Location
street & number M;n'n  «;trppt qyj not for publication
city, town AyPT ‘A 1 vicinity
state Mflc;”;arhii«;ot+-<; code n?si county  Urirrp<;tpr code n?7 zip code 041 23>
3. Classification
Ownership of Property Category of Property Number of Resources within Property
private I I'building(s) Contributing Noncontributing
r~x| public-local jY] district 12 Q  buildings
dlpcblic-State ilsite sites
| | public-Federal | Istructure 1  structures
| lobject . objects
JJL 1n Total

Name of related multiple property listing: Number of contributing resources previously

listed in the National Register Q

liin
4. State/Federal Agency Certification

As the designated authority under the National Historic Preservation Act of 1966, as amended, | hereby certify that this

nomination request for determination of eligibility meets the documentation standards for registering properties in the
National Register of Historic Places and meets the procedural and professional requirements set forth in 36 CFR Part 60.
In my opinjpn, the property meets does not meet the National Register criteria. See continuation sheet.

Signature of certifying official
Execiitive Director, Massachusetts Historical
state or Federal agency ad bureau

Conni'i'iinn:
State Historic Preserva T.ion Officer

In my opinion, the property meets does not meet the National Register criteria. See continuation sheet.

Signature of commenting or other official Date

State or Federal agency and bureau

5. National Parle Service Certification
I, hereby, certify that this property is:
| lentered in the National Register.
I 1See continuation sheet.
| I determined eligible for the National
Register. O See continuation sheet.
| ldetermined not eligible for the
National Register.

I Iremoved from the National Register.
Ootfief. (explain:)

Signature of the Keeper Date of Action



6. Function or Use Ayer Main Street Historic District, Ayer. Massachtjsetts

Historic Functions (enter categories from Instructions) Current Functions (enter categories from instructions)
Tran-;pf:)rtation/r5il-rel3-.ed Connerrp
r.wiprre/trade r.nverniipm

Pinvprnnent

7. Description

Architectural Classification Materials (enter categories from instructions)
(enter categories from instructions)

foundation iinknfAwn
MirM "Ajt.h-rpntury Vprnariilar walls wnofi, hrick, concrete
‘Second Fnpirp

roof slat-;

other.

Descrit>e present and historic physical appearance.

Tne Ayer Historic Main Street Historic District Isa four block connercial
district of eight acres, located on thenorth side of theFitchburg Division
of theBoston and .Mine Railroad, and to the east of the now defunct Wrcester
and Nashua Division of the3 &MRailroad. The present setting isof ainan
street canrnercial district, however, as It first developed in themd-|9th
century, theareawas little rnore than a railroad depot. To thewest, the
district iscontained by thesteep grade incline of Vst ivian Street, andthe
northwestern continuation of iRoute 2A/111 toGoton and Shirley. The
district's eastern border isat thefoot of the WlliamP. [verson Bridge
(1950), which crosses over theeastbound Fitchburg Division railroad tracks.

The district contains 2L buildings of which 12 arecontributing; of the
noncontributing buildings one isvacant, five arenear the fringes of the
district, two represent the specul ative devel opment of the south side of tAdin
Street intheearly 1950s, and one represents subsequent devel opnent ont he
north side of tAain Street. There Is one noncontributing structureIn the
district.

The Ayer Historic Main Street Historic District isdefined as the area of
downt onn Ayer which was affected by t he devel opment of thecrossingof the
north-south \Wrcester-Nashua Line and t he east-west Fitchburg Line of the
Boston &fAaine Railroad. This district devel oped during theperiod 1872-1898
with a large nortDer of brick conmercial buildings representing various styles
of architecture, and later grewon the south side during tiie period 191"J-1954.

Tne Ayer fAain Street Historic District isdefined as thearea of land and the
bui I di ngs beginning at and including the Ayer Post Office Building and parcel
(see Assessor's map, sheet #26:parcei #279), and continuing west along Main
Street to Park Street, ending and including thePark Street Diner (shieet

#26: parcel #106) and the Mbile Service Station (sheet #26:parcel #86). Al l
bui I di ngs and parcel s between these bounds wjth frontages onto Main Street are
included inthedistrict.

fx| See continuation sheet
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The general character of the Ayer Main Street Historic District i sthat of a
smal | urban/ccranercial center in a predomnately rural/suburban conmunity.
Tvra maj or routes of transportation define this inmage, and give it credibility
as a center of trcinsportation. The east-west rail connection fromBostont o
Gardener and t hethrough route of 2-A/lll toShirley and Goton givethe
district a unique sense of connections toboth the 19th-century railroad, and
the 20th-century main street. Setbacks in the district aresix totwelve feet
li)n tge core area, andup tofifty feet on the easterrunost and westernnost
ounds. : .

The built environment in the Ayer Main Street Historic District represents a
variety of styles and at least twodistinct periods inthe coranunity's

devel opnent. The north side of Main Street i s conposed al nost entirely of
three and four story ccrmercial brick buildings, constructed in the period
1872-1898. These were executed in an array of styles representir™ High
Victorian Gothic, Neo-Classical, Italianate, and Second Expire. Three other
bui : dings of this period aretwo and three story wood structures of various
stylings.

The second set of buildingsrepresents growh on the south side of Main A
Street, and the devel opnent of Park Street as an autonmobile thoroughfare to *
Shirley and Goton. These buildingswere constructed from 1914 until circa ,
1954, on land sold by the Boston and Mai ne Railroad. This parcel contained a
thin strip of land previously used for sidings and storage sheds, a thin strip

, of greenbelt, and the southernmost edge of Main Street, onwhich aninterurban
electric rail systemran until 1920. These buildingsareinthree
categories: twoaretwo-story ccomercial buildir?s, three aresmll wood
"cottage" commercial structures, and the remaining are service-related
structures (such as gas stations) associated with devel opnient and use of the
autonobile artery along Route 2-A/lll.

The Ayer Main Street Historic District isdistinct fromother regional e
devel oprment for three primary reasons. The first nmgjor distinction is the

v high concentration of multi-story brick connercial structures. Such _
structures are not connon in the Goton/lfervard/ Ayer area of north-central
Massachusetts, and the density of their constructionleads us t ot he second
distinction of the district: the post-fire devel opment period of the late-19th
century. 1n1872, a fire devastated the entire connercial center of Ayer,
then conposed of a series of wood connercial structures. Between 1872 and
1898, nost of the brick connercial buidings which nowformthe core of the
district were erected. Thus, Ayer's Main Street was renodel ed using a variety
of vernacular interpretations of architectural styles that were popular in the

conti nued
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last quarter of the 19th century. Thethird major distinctionof the Ayer
Main Street Historic District is that despite the decline of railroad
transport through Ayer, the district continued to growduring the

early-to-md-20th century, largely as aresult of the devel opment of major
aut ohi ghways; nanely. Routes 2-Aand 111

The following are descriptions of the twelve contributing structures in the
district listed in chronological order:

THE TLRNER PUBLI C SPIRI T BU LD NG ( MC #109, Assessor's #26; 158): The Tlirner
Public Spirit Building, built in 1868, is the only building on Main Street
that pre-dates the fire of 1872 Mwved to Main Street in 1878 fromits
location on"Merchant's Row - a former mercantile district located on the
west em edge of the nomnated district, across the railroad tracks - this
building is representative of the kind of clapboard comrercial buildings which
domnated the area until the fire of 1872  Thetwo-story flatroofed clapboard
construction is detailed with classically inspired com ces and conerboards,
and two oversized, overhanging office bays onthe second floor. The oversized
bays were built later: the easternmost one prior to 1910, the westernnmost one
prior to 1920. Thestreet-level facade is divided into tw slightly
projecting storefront bays, and a level facade is divided into tw slightly
projecting storefront bays, and a central entrance provides access to the
upper |level.

IMAD SBLAK (NC #103, Assessor's #26:228): Built in 1872, Mad s Block is a
three-story brick stmcture inthe Second Hipire style. Its five bay facade
is divided into tw large storefronts with central entrances, and a central
access to the upper stories. Double-brackets and awood cornice support the
slate-shingled mansard roof, fromwhich three dorner windows with scrolled
casenents, and bracketed "gull-wing" roof lines protnde. The buildinghas
two distinct storefront renovations: a late Art Deco octagonal plate-glass and

« enamel l ed steel storefront onthe easternmost establistiment, and a Col onial
Revival treatment onthe westerranost storefront. The forner alteration dates
to 1950, while the latter alterationbegan in June 1979.

THE FFELPS BU LD NG (M"C #110, Assessor's #26:120): UWsed initially as a grain
store when i t was constncted in 1872, the Rielps Building is a three-story
clapboard stmcture and features araised first-floor entrance that provided
easy access for the loading and unloading of wagons, and a hal f-basenent store
area. Originally, the stmcture also had arear-ell and apitched roof. Now
it is capped with athird-floor mansard roof and dormer w ndows, andthe el |
is gone, both alterations having been nade prior to 1900.  The original
details are greatly obscvured by a recent vinyl siding and al umnum flashing
"renovation" effort.

conti nued
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ffiua-a BLAK (NHC#107, Assessor's #26:187): The largest block on Main Street,
Page's Bl ock, a three-story brick conmercial stmcture, 17 bays wide, with
ganbrel roof, was constncted, in 1872, by Thomas and Al fred Page. The first
floor is conposed of eight storefronts with a central access tothe upper
floors. Qn the second floor, double-hung windows runthe length of the
building and are detailed with narble sills andbrick relief w ndowhoods. n
the third-floor, square-capped dormers project frcmthe slate covered ganbrel n
roof. Thefirst winter after itsconstmction, it becane clear that
pedestrians were in need of shelter fromthe snowand ice which fell fromthe
roof. Subsequently, in 1873, a permanent sidewal k canopy was constnctedt o
shelter the passerby. More recent and smaller scale alterations have been
nade t o Page' s Bl ock storefronts. I nthe 1950s, an Art Deco style shopfront o>
was added tothethird shop unit fromWashington Street, and during t he
md-to-late 1970s t hetwo easternnost shop units vinderwent glass and steel *
"noder ni zation".

THENUri NG BLAIK MHC #108, Assessor's #26:160): Erected i n1872, the Nutting
Block is the only four-story building onMain Street. The

t wo- bay- by- seven-bay stmcture has elevations on both Main and Pl easant
Streets. Entreince tothe storefront isvia acentral entry onMan Street;
whil e access tothe offices and aparttiients in the upper floors is via an entry
on the Pleasant Street side. Constncted with Second Ehpire styling, the
brick block features a slate mansard roof with dorners, supported by a

doubl e-bracketed wood com ce, two second-story bay wi ndows onthe Main Street
facade and acconpanyi ng doubl e wi ndows onthe third floor with corbelled,
brick segnental arches. Agranited nane and date stone is set between the
third-floor w ndows.

AER TO/M HALL (NC #101, Assessor's #26:231): The Ayer Town Hal | was

conpl eted and dedi cated in 1876, andis atall, inposing, three-story brick
stmcture richly detailed in the High Victorian Gothic style. The steeply
pitched slate roof has aniron-crested polychromatic tower centered on the
ridge. Oher features of note include the richly detailed w ndow hoods, brick
and granite buttresses, marble and brick relief, and anelaborate wooden porch
sheltering the entrance onthe front facade.

THE SPAULDI NG BUI LDI NG (MHC #106, Assessor's #26:223): Built byJudge John

Spaul ding in1880, this building is MainStreet's only exanple of Italianate
styling. Thethree-story brick stncturehas a flat roof with wood cornice
supported by wood brackets. The seven baysinthefacade aredivided by

unadorned brick pilasters. Likew se, brick stringcourses divide thesecond
andthird stories. Wndows are 2/ 2sash andaredecorated with narbl e ACIA
keystones set within the segmental brick arches. Amajor storefront *
restoration effort began in Septenber 1977. During this project asteel fire

escape which led toathird-story central door was renoved. The door itself

conti nued
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was not anoriginal feature, andwas probably added as an energency escape
route inthe early part of this century. Oher alterations inthe 1977
renovation included the constmction of a pl5wood, steel, and glass storefront.

THE NCBHH M HOLESEX SAVI NGB BANK (MHC #102, Assessor's #26:230): Built i n

1898, the North M ddl esex Savings Bank Building i s Miin Street's only exanpl e
of Neo-Classical architecture. This three-story brick building was the last
stmcture built during the post-fire reconstmction period (1872-1898), and i s
visually inportant as thefirst stmcture inthe progression of comercial
buildings down Main Street. |t stands promnently at thetransition froma
nore residential district tothe connercial district, eindis a landmark as the
seat of local conmerce.

THE FHL.GH GARLEY BU LD NG (\HC #104, Assessor's #26:225): (he of only three
surviving wood stmctures fromthe pre-1900s, the Felch-Carley Buildir® isa
smal | two-story connercial building. [tssignificance stens fromthe fact
that i trepresents the style of architecture that domnated the district
before thefire of 1872. Originally clad with clapboard siding, it was
resided with wood shingles in 1970. Storefront alterations, fromoriginal
wood frane to nodemgl ass and steel, were performed inthe md-1960s as was
the renmoval of a second-story w ndow.

THE JONBARRY BU LD NG (Assessor's #26:89): Built by John Barry in 1914, this
building isMain Street's first exanple of early-20th-century comercial
architecture, and the ol dest building on the south side of "ain Street. A
long two-story ccrmercial block, i tisfinished inconcrete brick with wood
com ce detail, square-cut stone lintels andsills on the second floor, asign
vrifiich runs the building's length, and | arge paned gl ass and steel storefronts.

THE ELI W GMRLEY BU LD NG (Assessor's #26:91) Built by EI'i W Carley i n 1916,
this building was the second commercial stmcture on the south side of Main
Street. Itstwo-story, concrete block constmction is faced with stucco and

conpl ements the Barry Building (26:89). The building isclearly divided into

four street-level shops finished with plate glass and steel and vertically
contained by a building-length sign band. Second-story office w ndows *
alternate single, double-hung windows with bordered plate glass w ndows.

THE FI RST NATI ONAL STARE (MEC #105, Assessor's #26:224): The First National
Store Building, built inthe 1930s, marks the second stage of Ayer's grow h.

It isthe only single-story historic stmcture onMain Street, and features a
brick facade with pre-cast concrete pilaster caps and roof edge. It currently
is thelocation of a convenience store and provides access t othe second floor
of the Felch-Carley Building (26:225).

- conti nued
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There are nine noncontributing txjildings in the district, all ouilt after
1940. These buildings range fromthe Art fvioderne style Park Street D ner
(26:106), tothe Colonial Revival style Post Office (26:279) of 1940, to
single-story p)ost-1951 frane cormercial buildings such as those in the

southeast corner of the district at 10-28 Main Street. The overall inpact of
these noncontritxjting buildings ismninal because of their placenment near t he
fringes of the district, andt>ecause of their low density relative tothe core
area of the district.

The storefronts of nany of the district's historic connercial structures have
been moderni zed, thus hiding their historic character. Fortunately, inportant
historic architectural details in the upper levels are intact. It is hoped
that a community awareness program local |legislation, and the fornal
acceptance of the area as a National Register District will beable toreverse
the current renovation trends which hide historic details. Ayer Is a
participating conrnunity of the f,4assachusetts Main Street Program and the
district has undergone major changes initsstreet, sidewalks, andanenities <
through this streetscape project. Local interest has been generatedto
renovate andrevitalize the district's commercially viable, but asyet,
unt apped resour ces.

Ar chaeol ogy

Sene ar chaeol ogical artifacts nay be found on the sites of the pre-1872
conmercial wood structures In the rear lots of parcels onthe north sideof
™an Street (26:187, 223-25, 228, 230-31). Also, evidence of previous
railroad |oading docks and sheds nay be present onthe southern edge of the
district onland held by the Fitchburg Division of the Boston and fvlaine

Rai | road.

Sone potential archaeol ogi cal remains of previous structures relating to the
ctevel opnent of connerce and transportation inthe district nay be present.
Possi bl e potential sites would be located in the rear lots of parcels 26:187,

223-25, 228, 230-31 onfMain Street, and al ongside exi sting rai | road tracks and

beds on the south edge of tlie district onland currently held by the Boston
and "Aaine Railroad. Any archaeol ogi cal research andartifacts which are
subsecj uently unearthed woul d provide the region with anoclel of devel oprent
patterns associated with the growh and cievel opnent of snmall towns i n
conjunction with the broad-scaled devel opnent of the railroad.



8. Statement of Significance Aypy- M7in <;tr*Pt Migtn>-ir nictrirt ayov® M,-.cca/-hii.r’fi-.;
Certifying official has considered the significance of this property In relation to other properties:

| I nationally | | statewide FY!locally
Applicable National Register Criteria  1x1* [ZIB [xlc O D *
Criteria Considerations (Exceptions) | |[A | [B | |C | |ID | |E \~\F | |G
Areas of Significance (enter categories from instructions) Period of Significance Significant Dates
CoinnerrP IMR-1Q.IR mil
ATROSPILAUN. :
Cultural Affiliation
M/A.

Significant Person Architect/Builder

MA : : iUA.

Saie signficance of property, and jutify criteria criteria considerations, and areas and periods o significance noted above.
The Ayer i\tein Street HistoricDistrict, inAyer, iVassachusetts, i sa regional
exanpl e of the changes and prosperity whi ch acconpani ed t he devel opnent of
railroad transportation inthe md-to-late-19th century. The district
possesses integrity of location, design, setting, materials, worknanship,
feeling, and association. Prior tothe md-i800s, Ayer functioned as outlying
agricultural land to theconniinitles of Goton and Harvard. However, uponthe
establishment of a major regional railroad junction there, Ayer devel oped into
an inportant connmercial center oriented toward servicingtherailroad
industry. The Ayer Ivlain Street HistoricDistrict Issignificant for Its
associations wth thedevel opnent of comnmerce and connercial architectureln
the md-to-late-19th and early-20th centuries. The period of significance
spans theyears fromtheestablishment of "Goton Junction" In 1848 to 1938
when therailroad junction and rel ated conmercial activity was inthe mdst of
decline. The Ayer fvtein Street HistoricDistrict meets criteria A and C of the
National Register of Historic Piaces on the local Ievel.

Ayer was first settled during the late-18thand early-19thcenturies as

, farmandw th "about a ciozen farnms of dot”tful prosperity” (Kjrd, Hstory of
iMddlesex County). This fanning connunity sawvery little economc or
industrial devel opnent, for "ciesplte the presence of several good water power
privileges, therenoteness of the town fromol der settlenents renained so
great that manufacturingwas virtually inpossible" (M iF econnaissance Survey
Rhort, 1980). This geographical and social barrier prevented Ayer from
ceveloping economcal |y until the late 1840s.

Beginning inthemd-1840s, four railroad lines were established: the
Fitchburg (1845), the Stony Brook (1848), theWrcester and Nashua (1848), and
the Peterborough and Shirley (1848). These railroad lines all crossed paths
in apart of Ayer that cane to be known as "Goton Junction," now the Ayer
Main Street HistoricDistrict. Saeeping arcs of steel, a series of

crossovers, and a variety of sheds and platforms sprung up at the heart of
this major junction. In 1848, the Union Depot was constructed over the

See continuation sheet
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Fitchburg Division line. |t was amnmassive shed with covered platforms
extending east andsouth fromthe north-south/east-west crossing, andthere
was a ticket office/restaurant located in the northeast sector of the
crossing. This structure was at |east partially extant in photographs through
1958. Therailroad crossing at South Goton (later Goton Junction, and
currently Ayer) was thus responsible for the existence and devel opnent of the
Town of Ayer, and was unsurpassed as a regional transportation center:
The centralizing here of these great railroad systens has thus afforded
direct andthrough service with all four points of the ccnpass. Distance
to be travelled is nownmeasured inhours andnmnutes andnot inmles. W&
are less than anhour fromBoston onthe through express, and have over
fifteen trains per day each way. Being onthe Hoosac Travel Route, we
are, as a shipping point toall places Vst unsurpassed. The equi pment of
both railroads is unecjualled; andwe areafforded every railroad advantage
vhich the age can boast.
['f we may be permtted toindulge ingeometrical figureswe can say that
we ar e at a connon apex of three practically equilateral triangles- Ayer,
Fitchburg, Nashua, Lowel |; Ayer, Boston, Worcester. (Hurd, Historyof
M ddl esex County, Vol. |1, p.659.)

Fol lowing the establishment of "Goton Junction", this area "becane a fertile
field for speculators who recognized itscanmercial andindustrial potential
and rapidly bought up and sold off large tracks of land" (Barringer, Wrkbook)
and underwent a "series of engineering surveys andspecul ative purchases i n
the years 1848-1852 [which] laid out streets, established house |otsand
determned the positionof acotnnercial district, all located within [a] short
di stance of the railroad depot." (MR Report, 1978).

The east-west Fitchburg and Stony Brook Railroads andthe north-south
Wrcester S Nashua and Pet erborough S Shirley Railroads gave "G oton Junction”
access to major rail lines running between Pbrtland, Maine, and NewYork City,
and between Boston and Al bany, andtothe markets of these cities. Asa
result, small-scale industrial andcomofiercial establishments began t o emerge
in the early 1850s. 1n1850, a plow factory, thefirst significant
manufacturii”™ establishment in Ayer, was opened by the Anes Pl ow Gonpany.

Then, in 1854, a large tannery was established, andshortly thereafter a small
iron foundry began operating. While the Anes Pl ow Qrapany relocatedt o
Wrcester i n1875 thetannery renmained in business inAyer into the 20th
century, eciploying 100 people in 1900. | Moubtedly the tcinned |eather was
shipped by rail toshoe factories throughout New & gland. More inportant i n
ternms of enployment was the railroad itself. By the [ate-19th century "Goton
Jixnction" was "said toprovide thelargest classification yard inNew
England," andt herailroad was the of Ayers principal enployer.

continued
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The railroad is thelast remaining historic, industry-oriented structure
currently existing inthe Ayer Main Street Historic District. Oher inportant
structures which no longer exist include the Anes Pl ow Conpany buil ding which
burned down i n 1886, and the Tannery vrfiich biinmed down in 1961. The railroad
was the one industry, however, towhich Ayer owed its existence:
V& areinthe truest sense, arailroad town; not sinply arailroad centre,
but cinoffspring of theiron-horse itself. |twas the magic touch of its
wand that conjured our promsing and thrifty village froman [
unconprom si ng and al nost stagnant country. At the advent of the
railroads thelimts of our present village ccworised about a dozen farns
of doubtful prosperity. (Hurd, History of Mddlesex County, Vol. II,
p. 657)

The devel opnent of Ayer as a regional railroad transportation center also
stimuli ted considerable comercial development. | nfact, the devel opment of
the Ayer Main Street Historic District occurred inorder to provide support
services for therailroad and the above-nentioned industries. | nthe 1850s,
several connercial buildingswere constructed along Main Street. The grow ng
transportation/conraercial center attracted a |arge enough population that, i n
1871, thetown was incorporated and naned after Janes CGook Ayer, a successful
local businessman. However, i n 1872, disaster struck as a fire leveled the
entire Main Street area, destroying all but one of the original commerci al
buildings. Wiile thefire obliterated the wood coanercial buildings, it
eventually led tothe constructionof the nomnated district, a seriesof

| ate-19th-century brick conmercial andnunicipal buildingswith a character
appropriate tosuch a rural transportation center.

Following the 1872 fire, amgjor rebuilding canpaign sawthe construction of
nine buil dings between 1872 and 1898.  These bui | di ngs i ncl ude the Town Hal |
(1873): seat of thelocal government; the North M ddl esex Savings Bank (1898):
the maj or coanercial institution inthe town; Mead s Block (1872): originally
the hone of a furniture manufacturing firm andcurrently a restaurant and

| ounge; The Felch-Carley Building (1872): a conmercial building occupied then
and now by anoffice andretail mx; The Spaulding Building (1880): used for a
period of time as a courtroom and connercial building by Judge John Spaul dir”,
and currently aclothing store. The Tumer Public Spirit Building: one-tine
hcxne of thelocal paper, "The Public Spirit", and John Turner's SteamPower
print shop, is the only building oonMain Street built before 1872. 1t was
built in 1868, along wtiat was then known as "Merchant's Fow', and noved across
the tracks toits present location, in 1878. The Riel ps Building (1872),
originally agrainstore, also built after thefire, isnowanmulti-use ,
connercial building. Al nineof these buildings arelocated onthe north
side of Main Street.

conti nued
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Al 't hough no major architects or craftsmen were known to have produced work
within the Main Street HistoricDistrict, the architecture and construction
nmet hods generally used inthe ccMmunity of Ayer nay have been influenced by
Janes Park, "(who) had reputedly worked as a surveyor/architect for the Duke
of Argyle in Scotland prior toemgrating to NewEigland i nthe md-eighteenth
century", (MHC, Report). Regardless, however, of anyinplicit or explicit
connection between the architectural stylingsof the Main Street District and
the reputed Scottish surveyor/architect, thefact remains that the district's
architecture contains awde variety of styles reproduced first and forennst
in vernacular and pragmatic manners.

Following this post-fire period of prosperity and growth (1872-1898), Ayer's
econoHy was subject toconsiderable fluctuation. I nthe early-20th century an
interurban, electric trolley systemwas constructed. This systemconnected
the Ayer central business district with Fitchburg and Shirley, providing a

| arger base of support for the businesses along Main Street. However, this
service was abandoned in the 1920s as automobile transportationinproved. | n
1917, during World Vér |, Fort Devens, amlitary induction center, was opened
near the district.

The military base proved t o beboth ablessing and a burden onthe area. The
wartime and brief post-war boomf)eriod, followed by periods of slowdeclinei n
the base's population, added t othe economc instability of the Ayer
connercial district., Adding tothe woes of the Main Street Historic District
was the general decline of the railroad as a transportationsource, thus
leading fewer travellers tostop in "Goton Junction." By the 1930s, the Ayer
Main Street HistoricDistrict was in serious decline.

The unevenness of t he 20th-century Ayer econoniy can be seen in the building
pattem in the district. Thesouth side of Main Street, once the site of a [/
series of long, covered |oading docks and anopen park area (over whicht he
trolley passed), cane tobe lined with smaller conmercial blocks in the years
between 1914 and 1954. | n 1914- 1916, two parcels were devel oped on t he
southwest side of the street onland previously owed by the Boston and Mai ne
Railroad. The 1930s brought a "nodern" connercial building tothe north side
of Main Street: TheFirst National Store Building (26:224). The next spurt of
devel opnent did not occur until 1951-1954 when five nore parcels on Main
Street were sold by the B 5MRailroad; three onthe south side nmoving east,
and twoin the northwest corner of the district at the corner of Main Street
and Park Street. These five parcels were devel oped with small conmercial
é:pttage stmctures which donot contribute tothe historical integrity of the
istrict.

continued
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As to what effect the nore recent buil dingshave had on the integrity of the
area, it nust be noted that the Ayer Main Street Historic District isat its
heart a commercial center ina nral/suburban locale. Adthough it was

devel oped primarily through the connerce which the railroad industry brought
to itinthe md-to-late-19th century, i talso developed inthis century
through a series of |and sales and commercial speculation. Thus, the Ayer
Main Street Historic District contains elenents fromtwodistinct eras:
buildings that remain from the railroad boomdays, and buil di ngswhich reflect
the conmunity's continued but uneven growh as thelocal connercial center.

At present these 1950s buil di ngs are noncontributing, though perhaps when they
are fifty years old, they will be considered for inclusion inthe district.

NO  1014-0011
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Ayer Historic District A . , A

Wor cest er

The nomination i sbeing

County, MA .

returned f orreasons relati,ng tothe /"
significance® thearea of transportation, the large

period of

number of noncontributing resources, and t he boundary
justification. .
The period of significance ascribed tothedistrict i s 184-8- A,
1938. The year 1848 was apparently chosen for its association .
with theinception of Groton Junction when nuch of t hetown was
laid out. Pl ease clarify which extant resources currently convey

significance from this early period, none are indicated i n the

inventory

(the earliest building indicated i s 1868).

Presumably transportation was indicated because the commercia
function of thedistrict developed around therailroad i n the
1850s; however, no extant contributing resources have been -1 -
identified i ntheinventory which specifically reflect '

associatio
CONMEr ce.
railroad
structure
railroad

n with transportation from this period versus
Section #8, page 2, paragraph 1, states that "the
i sthelast remaining historic, industry-oriented
currently existing i nthedistrict."; however, the
i snot delineated on thesketch nmap as being within the

district boundaries and i nt he boundary justification the

rai[road
review, cl

i sdescribed as "tothesouth" of thedistrict. Pl ease
arify and provide further justification i n the

documentation on this point. >

The issues of the |arge nunber of noncontributing resources and
t he boundary justification go hand-in-hand. The justification
for inclusion of 10 noncontributing buildings and structures (or

45/")  out

of a total of 22 resources is very weak. The inclusion

of the predom nantly 1950s noncontri buting buil dings which are

primrily

| ocated on the southern side of Main Street is not

sufficiently justified and their inclusion at all seens
questionable, they significantly dilute the district's sense of
time and place. Their inclusion because they represent a later

peri od of

devel oprent and may be considered contributing when

they reach 50 years of age is not sufficient justification for

the current delineation of an eligible historic district.

Generally,

we do not advocate the jerrymandering of boundaries i n

cases when noncontributing and contributing resources are

interspers

ed and thedistrict as a whole reads as a geographical

entity. However, from thesketch nap and t he selective
photographic documentation on this section of thedistrict this
does not appear t o be descriptive of this district. The 2

contribut

ng buildings on thesouth side of Main Street are

A
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contributing buildings on thesouth side of Main Street are
located i nthemddle of thedistrict and thedistrict is
extended t o include noncontributing buildings at t he southeastern
edge and tothewest and northwest t o include additional
noncontributing buildings and a noncontributing structure. 1In
this case i t seens appropriate totighten theboundaries to
exclude a large nunber of noncontributing resources and
strengthen thedistrict. Please reevaluate the district
boundaries and provide a revised boundary description and
justification.

Additionally, it appears from t he documentation that t he Phel ps
Building located at 63 Main Street (M #110) has been
drastically altered and nmay not retain sufficient integrity to
contribute tothedistrict's significance. Please address. The
Felch-Carley Building located at 15-17 Main Street (M #104) has
also been drastically altered by storefront alterations, and the
application of wood shingles which has obscured itsprimary
character-defining feature, that of clapboard construction. o o
Pl ease address.

Is the Post OFfice owned by the Postal Service? If so, was the

Federal Preservation Officer for thePostal Service notified of
the proposed nom nation? | f so, this notification needs t o be
part of theofficial nom nation documentation submitted. | f not,

never m nd.
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This form is for use in nominating or requesting determinations of eligibility for individual properties or districts. See instructions In Guidelines

for Completing National Register Forms (National Register Bulletin 16). Complete each item by marking "x" in the appropriate box or by entering
the requested information. If an item does not apply to the property being documented, enter "N/A" for "not applicable.” For functions, styles, materials,
and areas of significance, enter only the categories and subcategories listed in the instructions. For additional space use continuation sheets
(Form 10-900a). Type all entries.

1. Name of Property

historic name ~ Ayer Main Street Historic DistricF
other names/site number

2. Location
street & number Main Street [I|l/4inot for publication
city, town Ayer I 4vicinity
state Massachusetts code 025 county Worcester code 027 Zip code 0413?
3. Classification
Ownership of Property Category of Property Number of Resources within Property
[X~| private I 1 building(s) Contributing Noncontributing
DTI public-local DT] district 12 ? buildings
| Ipublic-State I Isite sites
| Ipublic-Federal | | structure J_ structures
| lobject e Gt Kf T A objects r
6 Total
Name of related multiple property listing: Number of contributing resources previously
N/A listed in the National Register Q

4. State/Federal Agency Certification

As the designated authority under the National Historic Preservation Actof 1966, as amended, | hereby certify that this

nomination request for determination of eligibility meets the documentation standards for registering properties in the
National Register of Historic Places and meets the procedural and professional requirements setforth in 36 CFR Part 60.
In,niy opinion, the property Emeets does not meet the National Register criteria. See continuation sheet.

Signature of certifying official Date
Executive Director, Massachusetts Historical Commission

ANN T - A
State or Federal agendy and bureau g% iy istoric Breservation "Officer

In my opinion, the property meets does not meet the National Register criteria. See continuation sheet.
Signature of commenting or other official Date

State or Federal agency and bureau

5. National Park Service Certification
I, hereby, certify that this property is:
r““entered in the National Register.
I 1See continuation sheet. 3 '/ ( l 8<J
I Idetermined eligible forthe National
Register. See continuation sheet.
I I determined noteligible for the
National Register. ,

I Iremoved from the National Register.
O other, (explain:)

Signature of the Keeper Date of Action



Aver Min Sreet Hstoric District, Ayer, Missachusetts

6. Function or Use

Historic Functions (enter categi_orles from mstructlons) Current Functions (enter categories from instructions)
Transportation/rai related Commerce
Commerceltrade Government

Government

7. Description
Architectural Classification Materials (enter categories from instructions)
(enter categories from instructions)

foundation unicnown .
Md 19t h-cent ury Ver nacul ar walls wood, brick, concrete
Second Enpire
Italianate roof _ slate

other

Describe present and historic physical appearance.

The Ayer Historic Main Street Historic District is a four-block commercial

e district of acres, located on the north side of the Fitchburg Division
of the Boston and Maine Railroad, and to the east of the now-defunct Worcester
and Nashua Division of the B & M Railroad. The present setting is of a main
street commercial district; however, as it first developed in the mid-19th
century, the area was little more than a railroad depot. To the west, the
district is contained by the steep grade incline of West Main Street, and the
northwestern continuation of Route 2A/111 to Groton and Shirley. The
district's eastern border is at the foot of the William P. lverson Bridge
(1950), which crosses over the eastbound Fitchburg Division railroad tracks.
The 19th century residential neighborhood that bounds the historic district to
the north is potentially eligible for the National Register.

The district contains fourteen buildings of which twelve are contributing; of
the noncontributing buildings, one is a conmercial structure of 1872 whose
later alterations now render it ineligible; the other is a recent commercial
building.

The Ayer Historic Main Street Historic District is defined as the area of
downtown Ayer which was affected by the development of the crossing of the
north-south Worcester-Nashua Line and the east-west Fitchburg Line of the
Boston & Maine Railroad. This district developed primarily during the period
1872-1898 with a large number of brick commercial buildings representing '
various styles of architecture, and later grew on the south side during the
period 1914-1954.

The Ayer Main Street Historic District's boundaries are defined as the area of
land and the buildings beginning at and including the Ayer Tomn Hall and
parcel (see Assessor'snap, sheet #26: parcel #221), and continuing west
along Main Street just short of Park Street, ending at and including the
Phelps Building (sheet #26: parcel #120). » L lities)
The general character of the Ayer Main Street Historic District is that of a”
small urban/commercial center in a predominately rural/suburban community.

Two major routes of transportation define this image, and give it credibility
as a center of transportation. The east-west rail connection from Boston to
Gardner and the through route of 2A/111 to Shirley and Groton give the
district a unique sense of connections to both the 19th-century railroad, and
the 20th-century main street. Setbacks' in the district are for the most part
six to twelve feet in the core area. XESee continuation sheet
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The built environment in the Ayer Main Street Historic District represents a
variety of styles and at least two distinct periods in the community's
development. The north side of Main Street is composed almost entirely of
three- and four-story commercial brick buildings, constructed in the period e
1872-1898. These were executed in an array of styles representing High

Victorian Gothic, Neo-Classical, Italianate, and Second Empire. Other " N
buildings  of this period are two- and three-story = wood structures  of various >
stylings.

The second set of buildings represents growth on the south side of Main
Street, and the development of Park Street as an automobile thoroughfare to
Shirley and Groton. These buildings were constructed between 1914 and ca.
1918, on land sold by the Boston & Maine Railroad. This parcel also contained
a thin strip of land previously used for siding and storage sheds, a thin
strip of greenbelt, and the southernmost edge of Main Street, on which an
interurban electric rail system ran until 1920. One of these structures, the
Cornellier Building (sheet #26: parcel #329), once held associations with the
railroad as a grain warehouse; others are commercial buildings.

A

The Ayer Main Street Historic  District is distinct from other regional \
development for three primary reasons. The first major distinction is the
high concentration of multi-story brick commercial structures. Such '
structures are not common in the Groton/Harvard/Ayer area of north-central
Massachusetts, and the density of their construction leads us to the second
distinction of the district: the post-fire development period of the late
19th century. In 1872, a fire devastated the entire commercial center of
Ayer, then composed of a series of wood commercial structures. Between 1872
and 1898, most of the brick commercial buildings which now form the core of
the district were erected. Thus, Ayer's Main Street was remodeled using a
variety of vernacular interpretations of architectural styles that were
popular in the last quarter of the 19th century. The third major distinction
of the Ayer Main Street Historic District is that despite the decline of |
railroad transport through Ayer, the district continued to grow during the |
early to mid 20th century, largely as a result of the development of major ‘
autohighways; namely. Routes 2A and 111.

- —_a

The following are descriptions of the twelve contributing structures in the
district, listed in chronological order:

THE TURNER PUBLIC SPIRIT BUILDING (MHC #109, Assessor's #26: 158): The
Turner Public Spirit Building, built in 1868, is the only building on Main
Street that pre-dates the fire of 1872. Moved to Main Street in 1878 from its
location of "Merchant's Row"--a former mercantile district located on the
western edge of the nominated district, across the railroad tracks--this
building is representative of the kind of clapboard commercial buildings which

continued
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dominated the area until the fire of 1872. The two-story flatroofed clapboard
construction is detailed with classically inspired cornices and comerboards,
and two oversized, overhanging office bays on the second floor. The oversized
bays were built later: the easternmost one prior to 1910; the westernmost one
prior to 1920. The street-level facade is divided into two slightly
projecting storefront bays, and a central entrance provides access to the
upper level.

MEAD'S BLOCK (MHC #103, Assessor's #26: 228): Built in 1872, Mead's Block is
a three-story brick structure in the Second Empire style. Its five-bay facade
is divided into two large storefronts with central entrances, and a central
access to the upper stories. Double brackets and a wood cornice support the
slate-shingled mansard roof, from which three dormer windows with scrolled
casements, and bracketed "gull-wing" roof lines protrude. The building has
two distinct storefront renovations: a late Art Deco octagonal plate-glass
and enamelled steel storefront on the easternmost establishment, and a
Colonial Revival treatment on the westernmost storefront. The former
alteration dates to 1950, while the latter alteration began in June 1979.

THE PHELPS BUILDING (MHC #110, Assessor's #26: 120): Used initially as a
grain store when it was constructed in 1872, the Phelps Building is a
three-story clapboard structure and features a raised first-floor entrance
that provided easy access for the loading and unloading of wagons, and a
half-basement store area. Originally, the structure also had a rear ell and a
pitched roof. Nowit is capped with a third-floor manscird roof and dormer
windows, and the ell is gone, both alterations having been made prior to

1900. Despite a "renovation" effort, which included vinyl siding and aluminum
flashing, as well as some replacement windows, the building's form and plan,
including the important loading area with entrance, remain essentially as they
were ca. 1900; the building is therefore considered contributing.

PAGE'S BLOCK (MCH #107, Assessor's #26: 187): The largest block on Main
Street, Page's Block, a three-story brick commercial structure, seventeen bays
wide with gambrel roof, was constructed, in 1872, by Thomas and Alfred Page.
The first floor is composed of eight remarkably intact storefronts with a
central access to the upper floor. On the second floor, double-hung windows
run the length of the building and are detailed with marble sills and brick
relief window hoods. On the third floor, square-capped dormers project from
the slate-covered gambrel roof. The first winter after its construction, it
became clear that pedestrians were in need of shelter from the snow and ice
that fell from the roof. Subsequently, in 1873, a permanent sidewalk canopy
was constructed to shelter the passersby. More recent and smaller scale
alterations have been made to Page's Block storefronts. In the 1950s, an Art
Deco-style shopfront was added to the third shop unit from Washington Street,
and during the mid- to late 1870s the easternmost shop units underwent glass
and steel "modernization."

cent inued
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THE NUTTING BLOCK (MHC #108, Assessor's #26: 160): FEected in 1872, the
Nutting Block is the only four-story building on Min Street, The
two-bay-by-seven-bay structure has elevations on both Min andPleasant
Streets. Entrance to the storefront is via a central entry on Main Street;
while access to the offices and apartments in the upper floors is via an entry
on the Pleasant Street side. Constructed with Second Enpire styling, the
brick block features a slate mansard roof with dormers, supported by a
double-bracketed wood cornice, two second-story bay windows on the Main Street
facade, and accompanying double windows on the third floor with corbelled,
brick segmental arches. A granited name and date stone is set between the
third-floor windows. .

AYER TOMN HALL (MHC #101, Assessor's #26: 231): The Ayer Town Hall was
completed and dedicated in 1876, and is tall, imposing, three-story brick
structure richly detailed in the High Victorian Gothic style. The steeply
pitched slate roof has an iron-crested polychromatic tower centered on the
ridge. Other features of note include the richly detailed window hoods, brick
and granite buttresses, marble and brick relief, and an elaborate wooden porch
sheltering the entrance on the front facade. A low retaining wall of granite
whose pointed posts echo the building's gothic style survives, as does a
Women's Christian Temperance Union water fountain of cast iron, complete with
mounting block.

THE SPAULDING BUILDING (MHC #106, Assessor's #26: 223): Built by Judge John
Spaulding in 1880, this building is Main Street's only example of Italianate
styling, The three-story brick structure has a flat roof with wood cornice
supported by wood brackets. The seven bays in the facade are divided by
unadorned brick pilasters. Likewise, brick stringcourses divide the second
and third stories. Windows are 2/2 sash and are decorated with marble
keystones set within the segmental brick arches. A major storefront
restoration effort began in September 1977. During this project a steel fire
escape, which led to a third-story central door, was removed. The door itself
was not an original feature, and was probably added as an emergency escape
route in the early part of this century. Other alterations in the 1977
renovation included the construction of a plywood, steel, and glass storefront.

THE NORTH MIDDLESEX SAVINGS BANK (MHC #102, Assessor's #26: 230): Built in
1898, the North Middlesex Savings Bank Building is Main Street's only example
of Neo-classical architecture. This three-story brick building was the last
structure built during the post-fire reconstruction period (1872-1898), and is
visually important as the first structure in the progression of commercial
buildings down Main Street. It stands prominently at the transition from a
more residential district to the commercial district, and is a landmark as the
seat of local commerce.

continued
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THE JOHN BARRY BUILDING (Assessor's #26: 89): Built by John Barry in 1914,
this building is Main Street's first example of early 20th century commercial
architecture, and the oldest building on the south side of Main Street. A
long two-story commercial block, it is finished in concrete brick with wood
cornice detail, square-cut stone lintels and sills on the second floor, a sign
which runs the building's length, and large paned glass and steel storefronts.

THE PHELPS/ICARLEY BUILDING (Assessor's #26: 91): Built by Eli W. Carley in
1916, this building was the second commercial structure on the south side of
Main Street. Its two-story, concrete block construction is faced with stucco
and complements the Barry Building (26:89). The building is clearly divided
into four street-level shops finished with plate glass and steel and
vertically contained by a building-length sign band. Second-story office
windows alternate single, double-hung windows with bordered plate glass
windows.

THE CORNELLIER BUILDING (Assessor's #26: 329): Built ca. 1918, and used
first as a grocery, later as a grain warehouse, the Cornellier Building is a
modest, utilitarian clapboarded structure with a simple cornice and
comerboards. The gable roof is masked by a false front with heavy cornice.
Despite the loss of its original entrance, and a later rear addition of
concrete block, the building retains sufficient integrity to convey its
significance as a remnant of the district's commercial and industrial
character in the early 20th century. A

THE FIRST NATIONAL STORE (MHC #105, Assessor's #26: 224): The First National
Store Building, built in the 1930s, marks the second stage of Ayer's growth.
It is the only single-story historic structure on Main Street, and features a
brick facade with pre-cast concrete pilasters caps and roof edge. It
currently is the location of a specialty store and provides access to the
second floor of the Felch-Carley Building (26: 225).

There are two noncontributing buildings in the district. One, The
Felch-Carley Building (VHC #104, Assessor's #26: 225), is a two-story
commercial building erected in 1872. Twentieth-century alterations include
the replacement of the original storefronts with modern glass and steel, the
removal and/or replacement of second-story windows, and the sheathing of the
building with shingles. The other noncontributing building is a modern
railway depot constructed ca. 1970 (the original depot is no longer extant).
Noncontributing objects include four recent war memorials. The overall impact
of these noncontributing buildings is minimal because of their placement near
the fringes of the district, and because of their low density relative to the
core area of the district.

cent inued
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Wil e storefronts of several of thedistrict's historic conmercial structures
have been noderni zed, thus hiding their historic character, inportant historic
architectural detail inthe uloper levels i sintact. |t ishoped that a
conmuni ty awareness program local |egislation, and the formal acceptance of
the area as a National Register District will be'able to reverse the current
renovation trends, which nay hide historic details. Ayer i sa participating
conmuni ty of the Massachusetts Min Street Program and the district has
undergone naj or inprovenents i nits streets, sidewal ks, and anenities through
this Streetscape project. Local interest has been generated to renovate
revitalize thedistrict's comercially viable, but as yet untapped resour ces.

cent i nued



—
NPS Focm 1»«a»« CMS *ppmiol Ho 1014-0019

A
United States Department of the Interior FB |9
National Park Service

National Register of Historic Places

Continuation Sheet Aver Min Street Hstoric District

Ayer, Massachusetts
Section nunier Page 6-

Archaeol ogi cal  Description

Se archaeol ogi cal artifacts nay be found on the sites of the pre-1872
commercial wood structures inthe rear lots of parcels on the north side of
Min Street 5'26: 187, 223-225, 228, 230-231). A so, evidence of previous
railroad |oa mg docks and sheds nay be present on the southern edge of the

district on land held by the Fitchburg Division of the Boston and Mine
Rai | road.

Sre potential archaeol ogical renains of previous structures relating to the
devel opnent of conmerce and transportationinthedistrict nay be present.
Possibl'e potential sites would be |ocated i nthe rear |ots of parcels 26:

187, 223-225, 228, 230-231 on Min Street, and al ongsi de exi st|n<[; railroad
tracks and beds on the south edge of the district on land currenily held by
the Boston and Mine Railroad. Aw archaeol ogical research and artifacts

whi ch are subsequent |y unearthed vioul d provide the region with a nodel of
devel opnent patterns associated with the growh and devel opnent of snall towns
in conjuction wth the broad-scal ed devel opnent of the railroad.
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8. Statement of Significance
Certifying official has considered the significance of this property in relation to other properties:

| Inationally | |statewide X~ locally

Applicable National Register Criteria |X~1A | IB IX~1C | ID

Criteria Considerations (Exceptions) " A QC I 1G
Argas of Sgéificance (enter categories from instructions) Pi%?f ignificance Significant Dates
Corner 1 ul:17)

Architecture

Cultural Affiliation

Significant Person - Architect/Builder
N/A , N/A

State significance of property, and justify criteria, criteria considerations, and areas and periods of significance noted above.

The Ayer Main Street Historic District, inAyer, Massachusetts, isar

exanpl e of the changes and prosperity which acconpani ed the devel opnment

railroad transportation inthemd-to-late-19th century. The district

Possesses integrity of | ocati on, design, setting, materials, workmal
eel i n?i and associ ation. Prior tothemd-1800s, Ayer functioned as a
u

agricu ral |and tothe conmunities of Goton and Harvard. However,

establ i shnmen of amaj or regional railroad junction there, Ayer devel (
an i nportant commercial center oriented toward servicing the railroad

industr%/_. The Ayer Main Street Historic District issignificant forit
associ atio _

themd to |l ate 19th and early 20t h-centuries. The maj or period of
Si gnlfl cance spans the years from1872 to 1898, the years of a maj or
re

ns with the devel opnent of commerce and commer ci al architect

ui I di ng canpai gn foll ow ng adevasting fire and extends to 1938, whe

railroad junction and rel ated commercial activity was inthe m dst of

decline. Asingle building predates the fire. The Ayer Main Street H

District neets criteria Aand Cof the Nati onal Register of Historic Pl a
the local level. . .., A 1./> ... A :

Ayer was first settled during the late 18thand early 1%h centuries as
farmand wth "about a dozen farns of doubtf ul prospe_rlt?/" (Hirrd, Hstory of
Mddl esex Gounty). This farmng conmounity sawvery |ittle economc or
Industrial devel opnent, for despite the presence of several good water poner
privileges, therenoteness of the tom fromol der settlenents renained so
reat that nmanufacturing was virtually inpossible" (MG Reconnai ssance Survey
port, 1980). This geographi cal social barrier prevented l\yer from
devel opi ng economcal I'y until the late 1840s. v <"

Beginning in the mid-1840s, four railroad |ines were established: the ' "'/
H tchburg (1845?], the Sony Book (1848), the Wrcester and Nashua (1848), and ™
the Peterborough and Shirley (1848). ese railroad lines all crossed paths
in apart of Ayer that cane to be knom as "Gonton Junction,” row the Ayer

Min Street Hstoric District. Saeeping arcs of steel, a series of crossover,
ad avariety of sheds and platforns sprung Yo at the heart of this ngor <

> A See continuation sheet



Aver Min Street Hstoric District, Ayer, Mssachusetts
O Mjo Bbliogaphicd References

Barringer, Reggy. Architectural Wuokbook for Dowtom Ayer. Ayer: Dowiomwn
Revitalization Project, 1981

Qonklin, Eown P Mddl esex Gunty and Its People, Vol . II. MNw York: Lews
Hstorical Publishing @., Inc. 1927.

Drake, Sawel Adans, ed. Hstory of Mddl esex Gunty, Mssachusetts, Vol. | .
("Aver" by Sanwel A Geen, MD}. Boston: Estes and Lauriet Publishers, 1880.

Huird, Hamlton ed. Hstory of Mdd esex Guunty, Vol . Il _("ger"z chapters
XIXIMI by Gorge J. Burns). Fhl ladephiaz SW Lews ., 1890.

Missachusetts H storical Gnmssion. Reconnai ssance Survey Report. April 1980.

Mbnt achusett Regi onal Planing Gormission. The Hstoric Architecture of the

Mont achusett Regi on. 1978. e See cotinuation sheet
Previous documentation on file (NPS): SN, e
I | preliminary determination of individual listing (36 CFR 67) Primary location of additional data: L >
has been requested State historic preservation office
I Ipreviously listed in the National Register O Other State agency
I | previously determined eligible bv the National Register . | | Federal agency i, « <
| [designated a National Historic Landmark I | Local government
I Irecorded by Historic American Buildings ' ' ' ' e-' | | University " o=
Sun/ey# . e Other > RS it AT
| lrecorded by Historic American Engineering - "f" Specify repository:
Record # oo

10. Geographical Data

Acreage of property 5.5 acres
Scale: 1:25000
UTM References
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Zone Easting Northing . >0 Zone Easting Northing
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| |See continuation sheet « >+ fc j.t'r ™

Verbal Boundary Description

See assessors naps

L " > ' =« | | See continuation sheet

Boundary Justification . . . . L .

e district boundaries were drawn to include the historically significant conmercial
buildings on Min Street. To the north and north east areresSidential buildings, to
the south i s the Boston and Mine Railroad tracks, and tothe west are residential
bui | di ngs and nedern conmercia buildings wth no historical significanceto the

district. v, tAn;, JUiIHE i e
I ; fj .. . | 1See continuation sheet
11. Form Prepared By
nameftitte David Zarowin/MHC w/ T. Kenr Hikida, Prpg. C.nni. f. R%N-Qy Fi-ipHhni-g, WP riii- , MHr
organization MaS”achusett Historical Commission date .lan”iary, IQRQ
street & number 80 Boylston Street® Suite 310 telephone 617 727->847IL

city or town BostOll state MA zip code 02116
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junction. In 1848, the Union Depot was constructed over the Fitchburg
Division line. It was a massive shed with covered platforms extending east

and south from the north-south/east/west crossing, and there was a ticket
office/restaurant located in the northeast sector of the crossing. This
structure was at least partially extant in photographs through 1958. The
railroad crossing at South Groton (later Groton Junction, and currently Ayer)
was thus responsible for the existence and development of the Town of Ayer,
and was unsurpassed as a regional transportation center:

The centralizing here of these great railroad systems has thus afforded
direct and through service with all four points of the compass. Distance
to be travelled is now measured in hours and minutes and not in miles. We
are less than an hour from Boston on the through express, and have over
fifteen trains per day each way. Being on the Hoosac Travel Route, we

are, as a shipping point to all places west unsurpassed. The equipment of
both railroads is unequalled; and we are afforded every railroad advantage
which the age can boast.

If we may be permitted to indulge in geometrical figures we can say that
we are at a common apex of three practically equilateral triangles--Ayer,
Fitchburg, Nashua, Lowell; Ayer, Boston, Worcester. (Hurd, History of
Middlesex County, Vol. 11, p. 659.)

Following the establishment of "Groton Junction," this area "became a fertile
field for speculators who recognized its commercial and industrial potential
and rapidly bought up and sold off large tracks of land" (Barringer, Workbook)
and underwent a "series of engineering surveys and speculative purchases in
the years 1848-1852 [which] laid out streets, established house lots and
determined the position of a commercial district, all located within [a] short
distance of the railroad depot." (MCRP: Report, 1978).

The east-west Fitchburg and Stony Brook Railroads and the north-south
Worcester & Nashua and Peterborough & Shirley Railroads gave "Groton Junction”
access to major rail lines running between Portland, Maine, and New York City,
and between Boston and Albany, and to the markets of these cities. As a
result, small-scale industrial and commercial establishments began to emerge
in the early 1850s. In 1850, a plow factory, the first significant
manufacturing establishment in Ayer, was opened by the Ames Plow Company.
Then, in 1854, a large tannery was established, and shortly thereafter a small
iron foundry began operating. While the Ames Plow Company relocated to
Worcester in 1875, a large tannery remained in business in Ayer into the 20th
century, employing 100 people in 1900. Undoubtedly the tanned leather was
shipped by rail to shoe factories throughout New England. More important in
terms of employment was the railroad itself. By the late 19th century,
"Groton Junction" was "said to provide the largest classification yard in New
England,"” and the railroad was Ayer's principal employer.

cent inued
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While the railroad line itself survives adjacent to the Ayer Main Street
Historic District, other important railroad-associated structures no longer
exist, including the Ames Plow Company building, which burned down in 1886,
and the Tannery, which burned down in 1961. The railroad was the one
industry, however, to which Ayer owned its existence:

We are in the truest sense, a railroad town; not simply a railroad centre,
but an offspring of the iron-horse itself. It was the magic touch of its
wand that conjured our promising and thrifty village from an
uncompromising and almost stagnant country. At the advent of the
railroads the limits of our present village comprised about a dozen farms
of doubtfully prosperity. (Hurd, History of Middlesex County, Vol. Il p.
657)

The development of Ayer as a regional railroad transportation center
stimulated considerable commercial development. In fact, the development of
the Ayer Main Street Historic District occurred in order to provide support
services for the railroad and the above-mentioned industries. In the 1850s,
several commercial buildings were constructed along Main Street. The growing
transportation/commercial center attracted a large enough population that, in
1871, the town was incorporated and named after James Cook Ayer, a successful
local businessman. However, in 1872, disaster struck as a fire leveled the
entire Main Street area, destroying all but one of the original commercial
buildings (the sole survivor was the Turner Public Spiri,t Building of 1868,
moved to its present site some ten years later). While the fire obliterated
the wood commercial buildings, it eventually led to the construction of the
nominated district, a series of late-19th century brick commercial and
municipal buildings with a character appropriate to such a rural
transportation center.

Following the 1872 fire, a major rebuilding campaign saw the construction of
nine buildings between 1872 and 1898. These buildings include: the Town Hall
(1873), seat of the locale government; the North Middlesex Savings Bank, the
major commercial institution in the town; Mead's Block (1872), originally the
home of a furniture manufacturing firm and currently a restaurant and lounge;
the Felch-Carley Building (1872), a commercial building occupied then and now
by an office and retail mix (presently noncontributing); and The Spaulding
Building (1880), used for a period of time as a courtroom and commercial
building by Judge John Spaulding, and currently a clothing store. The Turner
Public Spirit Building, one-time home of the local paper, "The Pubic Spirit,"
and John Turner's Steam Power print shop is the only building on Main Street
built before 1872. It was built in 1868, along what was then known as
"Merchant Row," and moved across the tracks to its present location, in 1878.
The Phelps Building (1872), originally a grain store, also built after the
fire, is now a multi-use commercial building. All nine of these buildings are
located on the north side of Main Street.

continued
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Although no major architects or craftsmen were known to have produced work
within the Main Street Historic District, the architecture and construction
methods generally used in the community of Ayer may have been influenced by
James Park, "(who) had reputedly worked as a surveyor/architect for the Duke
of Argyle in Scotland prior to emigrating to New England in the mid-eighteenth
century" (MHC, "Report"). Regardless, however, of any implicit or explicit
connection between the architectural styling of the Main Street District and
the reputed Scottish surveyor/architect, the fact remains that the district's
architecture contains a wide variety of styles reproduced first and foremost
in vernacular and pragmatic manners.

Following this post-fire period of prosperity and growth (1872-1898), Ayer's
economy was subject to considerable fluctuation. In the early 20th century,
an interurban electric trolley system was constructed. This system connected
the Ayer central business district with Fitchburg and Shirley, providing a
larger base of support for the businesses along Main Street. However, this
service was abandoned in the 1920s as automobile transportation improved. In
1917, during World War |, Fort Devens, a military induction center, was opened
near the district.

The military base proved to be both a blessing and a burden on the area. The
wartime and brief post-war boom period, followed by periods of slow decline in
the base's population, added to the economic instability of the Ayer
commercial district. Adding to the woes of the Main Street Historic District
was the general decline of the railroad as a transportation source, thus
leading fewer travellers to stop in "Groton Junction." By the 1930s, the Ayer
Main Street Historic District was in serious decline.

The unevenness of the 20th-century Ayer economy can be seen in the building
pattern in the district. The south side of Main Street, once the site of a
series of long, covered loading docks and an open park area (over which the
trolley passed), came to be lined with smaller commercial blocks in the years
between 1914 and 1954. In 1914-1916, two parcels were developed on the
southwest side of the street on land previously owned by the Boston and Maine
Railroad (the John Barry Building and the Phelps/Carley Building). A small,
utilitarian structure tucked behind the Barry Building (the Cornellier
Building, ca. 1918) served at various times as a grocery and a warehouse—it
is presently a restaurant. The 1930s brought a "modern" commercial building
to the north side of Main Street: The First National Store Building. The
next spurt of development did not occur until 1951-1954, when five more
parcels on Main Street were sold by the B & M Railroad: three on the south
side moving east, and two at the corner of Main Street and Park Street. These
five parcels, developed with small commercial structures, lie just outside the
district boundaries.

continued
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The Ayer Main Street Historic District is at its heart a commercial center in
a rural/suburban locale. Although it was developed primarily through the
commerce brought to it by the railroad industry in the mid- to-late-19th
century, it also developed in this century through a series of land sales and
commercial speculation. Thus, the Ayer Main Street Historic District contains
elements from two distinct eras: buildings that remain from the railroad boom

days, and buildings that reflect the community's uneven growth as the local
commercial center in the mid-20th century.
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The Commonwealth of M assachusetts

Office of the Secretary of State
Michael Joseph Connolly, Secretary

M assachusetts Historical Coinmission
Vaerie A. Tamage
E.xeculive Direc tor
Sate Historic Preservation Officer
January 29, 1988

Carol Shull o
National Register of Historic Places BT U *e
Departnent of the Interior
National Park Service " -
P.O. Box 37127 y .9 o !
Washington, DC 20013-7127 . ' A
Dear Ms. Shull: >\ - L o >,
Enclosed you will find the nomination forms for the following properties:
Ayer, Ayer Main Street Historic Digtrict, Main Sreet
Boston (Hyde Park), Dedham Manufacturing Company Historic Digtrict
Knight and Readville Streets, Damon Place ; HPCA #0Or71- 85- MA- 85- 0793
Sockbridge, Shadow Brook Farm Historic District, Route 183
They have been voted eligible by the Sate Review Board and have been signed
by the Sate Historic Preservation Officer. Owners were notified of pending
Sate Review Board consideration 30-75 days before the meeting and were
afforded the opportunity to comment. No comments have been received to date.
Sncerely,
Betsy Friedberg J
National Register Director
Massachusetts Historical Commission
BF/es
Enclosure
HB

80 Boylston Street, Boston, Massachusetts 02116 (617) 727-8470
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