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1. Name of Property 
historic name Aypr Main .St.rppt. Hiql- .or- ir n i t s t r i r t -
other names/site number 

2. Location 
street & number M;n'n « ; t r p p t qyj not for publication 
city, town AyPT 'A 1 vicinity 

state Mflc;^;arhii«;ot+-<; code n?si county Ur i r rp< ; tp r code n?7 zip code 041 ?J> 

3. Classification 
Ownership of Property 

private 
r~xl public-local 
dlpcblic-State 
I I public-Federal 

Category of Property 
I I building(s) 
jY] district 
i l s i t e 
I I structure 
I I object • 

Number of Resources within Property 
Contributing 

_ 1 2 

JJL 

Noncontributing 
Q buildings 

sites 
1 structures 

objects 
1 n Total 

Name of related multiple property listing: 
1 i i n 

Number of contributing resources previously 
listed in the National Register Q 

4. State/Federal Agency Certification 

As the designated authority under the National Historic Preservation Act of 1966, as amended, I 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 Conni'i'iinn: 
state or Federal agency and bureau State His tor ic Preserva T.ion Of f icer 

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: 

I I entered in the National Register. 
I I See continuation sheet. 

I I determined eligible for the National 
Register. O See continuation sheet. 

I I determined not eligible for the 
National Register. 

I I removed from the National Register. 
Oot f ie f . (explain:) 

Signature of the Keeper Date of Action 



6. Function or Use Ayer Main S t r e e t H i s t o r i c D i s t r i c t , Ayer . Massachtjsetts 
Historic Functions (enter categories from Instructions) Current Functions (enter categories from instructions) 
Tran- ;p f : ) r ta t ion/ r5 i1- re l3- .ed Connerrp 
r . w i p r r e / t r a d e 
Pinvprnnent 

r.nverniipm 

7. Description 
Architectural Classification 
(enter categories from instructions) 

M i r M '^jt.h-rpntury Vprnar i i l a r 

Materials (enter categories from instructions) 

.'Second Fnpi rp 

foundation 
walls 

roof _ 
other. 

iinknf^wn 
wnofi, h r i c k , concrete 

slat-; 

Descrit>e present and historic physical appearance. 

Tne Ayer Historic Main Street Historic District Is a four block conmercial 
district of eight 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 3 & M Railroad. The present setting is of a inain 
street canrnercial district, however, as It first developed in themid-l9th 
century, the area was littl e rnore than a railroad depot. To the west, the 
district is contained by the steep grade incline of West ivlain Street, and the 
northwestern continuation of iRoute 2A/III to Croton and Shirley. The 
district's eastern border is at the foot of the William P. Iverson Bridge 
(1950), which crosses over the eastbound Fitchburg Division railroad tracks. 

The district contains 21 buildings of which 12 are contributing; of the 
noncontributing buildings one is vacant, five are near the fringes of the 
district, two represent the speculative development of the south side of tAa'in 
Street in the early 1950s, and one represents subsequent development on the 
north side of tAain Street. There Is one noncontributing structure In the 
district. 

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 & fAaine Railroad. This district developed during the period 1872-1898 
with a large nortDer of brick conmercial buildings representing various styles 
of architecture, and later grew on the south side during tiie period I9I'J-I954. 

Tne Ayer fAain Street Historic District is defined as the area of land and the 
buildings 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 the Park Street Diner (shieet 
#26:parcel #106) and the Mobile Service Station (sheet #26:parcel #86). All 
buildings and parcels between these bounds wjth frontages onto Main Street are 
included in the district. 

f x l See continuation sheet 
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The general character of the Ayer Main Street Historic District is that of a 
small urban/ccranercial center in a predominately rural/suburban conmunity. 
Tvra major routes of transportation define this image, and give i t c r e d i b i l i t y 
as a center of trcinsportation. The east-west r a i l connection from Boston to 
Gardener and the through route of 2-A/lll to Shirley and Groton give the 
d i s t r i c t a unique sense of connections to both the 19th-century railroad, and 
the 20th-century main street. Setbacks in the d i s t r i c t are six to twelve feet 
in the core area, and up to f i f t y feet on the easterrunost and westernmost 
bounds. . . J. 

The bu i l t environment in the Ayer Main Street Historic District represents a ' ' 
variety of styles and at least two distinct periods in the coranunity's 
development. The north side of Main Street is conposed almost entirely of 
three and four story ccmnercial 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 
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 from 1914 u n t i l circa ' , 
1954, on land sold by the Boston and Maine Railroad. This parcel contained a 
thin s t r i p of land previously used for sidings and storage sheds, a thin s t r i p 

, of greenbelt, and the southernmost edge of Main Street, on which an interurban 
electric r a i l system ran u n t i l 1920. These buildings are in three 
categories: two are two-story ccmnercial buildir^s, three are small wood 
"cottage" commercial structures, and the remaining are service-related 
structures (such as gas stations) associated with developnient and use of the 
automobile artery along Route 2-A/lll. 

The Ayer Main Street Historic District is distinct from other regional • 
development for three primary reasons. The f i r s t major distinction is the 

'v high concentration of multi-story brick conmercial structures. Such _ 
structures are not conmon in the Groton/lfervard/Ayer area of north-central 
Massachusetts, and the density of their construction leads us to the second 
distinction of the d i s t r i c t : the post-fire development period of the late-19th 
century. In 1872, a f i r e devastated the entire conmercial center of Ayer, 
then conposed of a series of wood conmercial structures. Between 1872 and 
1898, most of the brick conmercial buidings which now form the core of the 
di s t r i c t were erected. Thus, Ayer's Main Street was remodeled using a variety 
of vernacular interpretations of architectural styles that were popular in the 

continued 
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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 d i s t r i c t continued to grow during the 
early-to-mid-20th century, largely as a result of the development of major 
autohighways; namely. Routes 2-A and 111. 

The following are descriptions of the twelve contributing structures in the 
d i s t r i c t listed in chronological order: 

THE TLRNER PUBLIC SPIRIT BUILDING (MC #109, Assessor's #26; 158): The Tlirner 
Public Spirit Building, b u i l t in 1868, is the only building on Main Street 
that pre-dates the f i r e of 1872. Moved to Main Street in 1878 from i t s 
location on "Merchant's Row" - a former mercantile d i s t r i c t located on the 
westem edge of the nominated d i s t r i c t , across the railroad tracks - this 
building is representative of the kind of clapboard commercial buildings which 
dominated the area u n t i l the f i r e of 1872. The two-story flatroofed clapboard 
construction is detailed with classically inspired comices and comerboards, 
and two oversized, overhanging office bays on the second floor. The oversized 
bays were bui l t 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 level facade is divided into two slightly 
projecting storefront bays, and a central entrance provides access to the 
upper level. 

iMEAD'S BLOCK (N«C #103, Assessor's #26:228): Built in 1872, Mead's Block is a 
three-story brick stmcture in the Second Hipire 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 protmde. The building has 
two distinct storefront renovations: a late Art Deco octagonal plate-glass and 

• enamelled steel storefront on the easternmost establistiment, and a Colonial 
Revival treatment on the westerranost storefront. The former alteration dates 
to 1950, while the latter alteration began in June 1979. 

THE PHELPS BUILDING (̂ f̂ C #110, Assessor's #26:120): Used i n i t i a l l y as a grain 
store when i t was constmcted in 1872, the Rielps Building is a three-story 
clapboard stmcture and features a raised f i r s t - f l o o r entrance that provided 
easy access for the loading and unloading of wagons, and a half-basement store 
area. Originally, the stmcture also had a rear-ell and a pitched roof. Now 
i t is capped with a third-floor mansard roof and dormer windows, and the e l l 
is gone, both alterations having been made prior to 1900. The original 
details are greatly obscvured by a recent vinyl siding and aluminum flashing 
"renovation" effort. 

continued 
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ffiua-a BLOCK (NHC #107, Assessor's #26:187): The largest block on Main Street, 
Page's Block, a three-story brick conmercial stmcture, 17 bays wide, with 
gambrel roof, was constmcted, in 1872, by Thomas and Alfred Page. The f i r s t 
floor is conposed of eight storefronts with a central access to the upper 
floors. On the second floor, double-hung windows run the length of the 
building and are detailed with narble s i l l s and brick r e l i e f window hoods. On 
the third-floor, square-capped dormers project frcm the slate covered gambrel ^ , 
roof. The f i r s t winter after i t s constmction, i t became clear that 
pedestrians were in need of shelter from the snow and ice which f e l l from the 
roof. Subsequently, in 1873, a permanent sidewalk canopy was constmcted to 
shelter the passerby. More recent and smaller scale alterations have been 
made to Page's Block st orefronts. In the 1950s, an Art Deco style shopfront •> 
was added to the third shop unit from Washington Street, and during the 
mid-to-late 1970s the two easternmost shop units vinderwent glass and steel * 
"modernization". 

THE NUrriNG BLOCK MHC #108, Assessor's #26:160): Erected in 1872, the Nutting 
Block is the only four-story building on Main Street. The 
two-bay-by-seven-bay stmcture has elevations on both Main and Pleasant 
Streets. Entreince to the storefront is via a central entry on Main Street; 
while access to the offices and aparttiients in the upper floors is via an entry 
on the Pleasant Street side. Constmcted with Second Ehpire styling, the 
brick block features a slate mansard roof with dormers, supported by a 
double-bracketed wood comice, 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 TOWN HALL (NtC #101, Assessor's #26:231): The Ayer Town Hall was 
completed and dedicated in 1876, and is a t a l l , inposing, three-story brick 
stmcture 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 r e l i e f , and an elaborate wooden porch 
sheltering the entrance on the front facade. 

THE SPAULDING BUILDING (MHC #106, Assessor's #26:223): Built by Judge John 
Spaulding in 1880, this building is Main Street's only exanple of Italianate 
styling. The three-story brick stmcture 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 '-''^C'.^ 
keystones set within the segmental brick arches. A major storefront * 
restoration effort began in September 1977. During this project a steel f i r e 
escape which led to a third-story central door was removed. The door i t s e l f 

continued 

.Mitt-., 
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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 constmction of a pl5'wood, steel, and glass storefront. 

THE NCEHH MIEDLESEX 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 
stmcture bu i l t during the post-fire reconstmction period (1872-1898), and is 
visually inportant as the f i r s t stmcture in the progression of commercial 
buildings down Main Street. I t stands prominently at the transition from a 
more residential d i s t r i c t to the conmercial d i s t r i c t , eind is a landmark as the 
seat of local commerce. 

THE FELCH-GARLEY BUILDING (\HC #104, Assessor's #26:225): One of only three 
surviving wood stmctures from the pre-1900s, the Felch-Carley Buildir^ is a 
small two-story conmercial building. I t s significance stems from the fact 
that i t represents the style of architecture that dominated the d i s t r i c t 
before the f i r e of 1872. Originally clad with clapboard siding, i t was 
resided with wood shingles in 1970. Storefront alterations, from original 
wood frame to modem glass and steel, were performed i n the mid-1960s as was 
the removal of a second-story window. 

THE JOHN BARRY BUILDING (Assessor's #26:89): Built by John Barry in 1914, this 
building is Main Street's f i r s t exanple of early-20th-century commercial 
architecture, and the oldest building on the south side of ̂ 4ain Street. A 
long two-story ccmnercial block, i t is finished in concrete brick with wood 
comice detail, square-cut stone l i n t e l s and s i l l s on the second floor, a sign 
vrfiich runs the building's length, and large paned glass and steel storefronts. 

THE ELI W. GARLEY BUILDING (Assessor's #26:91) Built by E l i W. Carley in 1916, 
this building was the second commercial stmcture on the south side of Main 
Street. I t s two-story, concrete block constmction is faced with stucco and 
conplements 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 FIRST NATIONAL STCRE (MEC #105, Assessor's #26:224): The First National 
Store Building, built in the 1930s, marks the second stage of Ayer's growth. 
I t is the only single-story historic stmcture on Main Street, and features a 
brick facade with pre-cast concrete pilaster caps and roof edge. I t currently 
is the location of a convenience store and provides access to the second floor 
of the Felch-Carley Building (26:225). 

- continued 
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There are nine noncontributing txjildings in the district, all ouilt after 
1940. These buildings range from the Art fvloderne style Park Street Diner 
(26:106), to the Colonial Revival style Post Office (26:279) of 1940, to 
single-story p)ost-l95l frame cormiercial buildings such as those in the 
southeast corner of the district at 10-28 Main Street. The overall impact of 
these noncontritxjting buildings is minimal because of their placement near the 
fringes of the district, and t>ecause of their low density relative to the core 
area of the district. 

The storefronts of many of the district's historic conmercial structures have 
been modernized, 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 formal 
acceptance of the area as a National Register District will be able to reverse 
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 in its street, sidewalks, and amenities < 
through this streetscape project. Local interest has been generated to 
renovate and revitalize the district's commercially viable, but as yet, 
untapped resources. 

ArchaeoIogy 

Seme archaeological artifacts may be found on the sites of the pre-1872 
conmercial wood structures In the rear lots of parcels on the north side of 
Tvlain Street (26:187, 223-25, 228, 230-31). Also, evidence of previous 
railroad loading docks and sheds may be present on the southern edge of the 
district on land held by the Fitchburg Division of the Boston and fvlaine ^ 
RaiI road. 

Some potential archaeological remains of previous structures relating to the 
ctevelopment of conmerce and transportation in the district may be present. 
Possible potential sites would be located in the rear lots of parcels 26:187, 
223-25, 228, 230-31 onf^lain Street, and alongside exi st ing rai I road tracks and 
beds on the south edge of tlie district on land currently held by the Boston 
and Âaine Railroad. Any archaeological research and artifacts which are 
subsecjuently unearthed would provide the region with a mocJel of development 
patterns associated with the growth and cievelopnent of small towns in 
conjunction with the broad-scaled development of the railroad. 



8. Statement of Significance Aypy- M^iin <;tr^Pt Migtn>-ir n i c t r i r t ayov^ M,-.cca/-hii.r^fi-.; 
Certifying official has considered the significance of this property In relation to other properties: 

I I nationally I I statewide FY! locally 

Applicable National Register Criteria 1x1^ [ Z I B [ x l c O D * 

Criteria Considerations (Exceptions) | |A I |B | |C | |D | |E \ ~ \ F | |G 

Areas of Significance (enter categories from instructions) Period of Significance Significant Dates 
CoinnerrP IMR-IQ.IR mil 
Tr3nspnrt.atinn . A r c h i t e c t u r e 

Cultural Affiliation 
M/A. 

Significant Person Architect/Builder 
MA : : iUA. 

State significance of property, and justify criteria, criteria considerations, and areas and periods of significance noted above. 
'• The Ayer i\tein Street Historic District, in Ayer, iVIassachusetts, is a regional 

exanple of the changes and prosperity which acconpanied the development of 
railroad transportation in the mid-to-late-l9th century. The district 
possesses integrity of location, design, setting, materials, workmanship, 
feeling, and association. Prior to the mid-i800s, Ayer functioned as outlying 
agricultural land to the conmLinltles of Groton and Harvard. However, upon the 
establishment of a major regional railroad junction there, Ayer developed into 
an inportant conmercial center oriented toward servicing the railroad 
industry. The Ayer Ivlain Street Historic District Is significant for Its l | 
associations with the development of commerce and conmercial architecture In 
the mid-to-late-l9th and early-20th centuries. The period of significance 
spans the years from the establishment of "Groton Junction" In 1848 to 1938 
when the railroad junction and related conmercial activity was in the midst of 
decline. The Ayer fvtein Street Historic District meets criteria A and C of the 
National Register of Historic Piaces on the local level. 

Ayer was first settled during the Iate-I8th and early-l9th centuries as 
, farmland with "about a ciozen farms of dot^tful prosperity" (Kjrd, History of 
iMiddlesex County). This fanning conmunity saw very litt l e economic or 
industrial development, for "ciesplte the presence of several good water power 
privileges, the remoteness of the town from older settlements remained so 
great that manufacturing was virtually inpossible" (MHC, iFleconnaissance Survey 
R^ort, 1980). This geographical and social barrier prevented Ayer from 
cie ve lop ing economical ly until the late 1840s. 

Beginning in the mid-l840s, four railroad lines were established: the 
Fitchburg (1845), the Stony Brook (1848), the Worcester and Nashua (1848), and 
the Peterborough and Shirley (1848). These railroad lines all crossed paths 
in a part of Ayer that came to be known as "Groton Junction," now the Ayer 
Main Street Historic District. Sweeping 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. I t 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 p a r t i a l l y extant in photographs through 
1958. The railroad crossing at South Groton (later Groton Junction, and 
currently Ayer) was thus responsible for the existence and developnent 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 a l l four points of the ccnpass. 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 a l l places West unsurpassed. The equipment of 
both railroads is unecjualled; and we are afforded every railroad advantage 
v^ich the age can boast. 
I f we may be permitted to indulge in geometrical figures we can say that 
we are at a conmon apex of three practically equilateral triangles - Ayer, 
Fitchburg, Nashua, Lowell; Ayer, Boston, Worcester. (Hurd, History of 
Middlesex County, Vol. I I , p.659.) 

Following the establishment of "Groton Junction", this area "became a f e r t i l e 
f i e l d for speculators who recognized i t s canmercial 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 cotnnercial d i s t r i c t , a l l 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 S Nashua and Peterborough S Shirley Railroads gave "Groton Junction" 
access to major r a i l lines running between Pbrtland, Maine, and New York City, 
and between Boston and Albany, and to the markets of these c i t i e s . As a 
result, small-scale industrial and comofiercial establishments began to emerge 
in the early 1850s. In 1850, a plow factory, the f i r s t significant 
manufacturii^ 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 Corapany relocated to 
Worcester in 1875, the tannery remained in business in Ayer into the 20th 
century, eciploying 100 people in 1900. IMdoubtedly the tcinned leather was 
shipped by r a i l to shoe factories throughout New &igland. More important in 
terms of enployment was the railroad i t s e l f . By the late-19th century "Groton 
Jixnction" was "said to provide the largest classification yard in New 
England," and the railroad was the of Ayers principal employer. 

continued 
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The railroad is the last remaining historic, industry-oriented structure 
currently existing in the Ayer Main Street Historic D i s t r i c t . Other important 
structures which no longer exist include the Ames Plow Conpany building which 
burned down in 1886, and the Tannery vrfiich biimed down in 1961. The railroad 
was the one industry, however, to which Ayer owed i t s existence: 

We are in the truest sense, a railroad town; not sinply a railroad centre, 
but cin offspring of the iron-horse i t s e l f . I t was the magic touch of i t s 
wand that conjured our promising and t h r i f t y village from an i 
uncompromising and almost stagnant country. At the advent of the 
railroads the limits of our present village ccwprised about a dozen farms 
of doubtful prosperity. (Hurd, History of Middlesex County, Vol. I I , 
p.657) 

The developnent of Ayer as a regional railroad transportation center also 
stimuli ted considerable commercial development. In fact, the development of 
the Ayer Main Street Historic District occurred i n order to provide support 
services for the railroad and the above-mentioned industries. In the 1850s, 
several conmercial buildings were constructed along Main Street. The growing 
transportation/conraercial center attracted a large enough population that, i n 
1871, the town was incorporated and named after James Cook Ayer, a successful 
local businessman. Hbwever, in 1872, disaster struck as a f i r e leveled the 
entire Main Street area, destroying a l l but one of the original commercial 
buildings. While the f i r e obliterated the wood coamercial buildings, i t 
eventually led to the construction of the nominated d i s t r i c t , a series of 
late-19th-century brick conmercial and municipal buildings with a character 
appropriate to such a rural transportation center. 

Following the 1872 f i r e , a major rebuilding canpaign saw the construction of 
nine buildings between 1872 and 1898. These buildings include the Town Hall 
(1873): seat of the local government; the North Middlesex Savings Bank (1898): 
the major coamercial insti t u t i o n 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 conmercial building occupied then ' J 
and now by an office and r e t a i l mix; The Spaulding Building (1880): used for a 
period of time as a courtroom and conmercial building by Judge John Spauldir^, 
and currently a clothing store. The Tumer Public Spirit Building: one-time 
hcxne of the local paper, "The Public Sp i r i t " , and John Turner's Steam Power 
print shop, is the only building oon Main Street built before 1872. I t was 
buil t in 1868, along vrtiat was then known as "Merchant's Row", and moved across 
the tracks to i t s present location, in 1878. The Rielps Building (1872), 
originally a grain store, also b u i l t after the f i r e , is now a multi-use , 
conmercial building. All nine of these buildings are located on the north f 
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 D i s t r i c t , the architecture and construction 
methods generally used in the ccMimunity 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 Eiigland in the mid-eighteenth 
century", (M.H.C., Report). Regardless, however, of any i n p l i c i t or explicit 
connection between the architectural stylings of the Main Street District and 
the reputed Scottish surveyor/architect, the fact remains that the d i s t r i c t ' s 
architecture contains a wide variety of styles reproduced f i r s t and forenmst 
in vernacular and pragmatic manners. 

Following this post-fire period of prosperity and growth (1872-1898), Ayer's 
econoHny was subject to considerable fluctuation. In the early-20th century an 
interurban, electric trolley system was constructed. This system connected 
the Ayer central business d i s t r i c t 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 inproved. In 
1917, during World War I , Fort Devens, a military induction center, was opened 
near the d i s t r i c t . 

The military base proved to be both a blessing and a burden on the area. The 
wartime and brief post-war boom f)eriod, followed by periods of slow decline in 
the base's population, added to the economic in s t a b i l i t y of the Ayer 
conmercial d i s t r i c t . 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 i n "Groton Junction." By the 1930s, the Ayer 
Main Street Historic District was in serious decline. 

The unevenness of the 20th-century Ayer econoniy can be seen in the building 
pattem in the d i s t r i c t . 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 1930s brought a "modern" conmercial building to the north side 
of Main Street: The First National Store Building (26:224). The next spurt of 
development did not occur u n t i l 1951-1954 when five more parcels on Main 
Street were sold by the B 5 M Railroad; three on the south side moving east, 
and two in the northwest corner of the d i s t r i c t at the corner of Main Street 
and Park Street. These five parcels were developed with small conmercial 
cottage stmctures which do not contribute to the historical integrity of the 
d i s t r i c t . 

continued 
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As to what effect the more recent buildings have had on the integrity of the 
area, i t must be noted that the Ayer Main Street Historic District is at i t s 
heart a commercial center in a mral/suburban locale. Adthough i t was 
developed primarily through the conmerce which the railroad industry brought 
to i t in the mid-to-late-l9th century, i t 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 which reflect 
the conmunity's continued but uneven growth as the local conmercial center. 

At present these 1950s buildings are noncontributing, though perhaps when they 
are f i f t y years old, they w i l l be considered for inclusion in the d i s t r i c t . 
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Verbal Boundary Description 

see assessors map 

I I See continuation sheet 

Boundary Justification 

The district includes the historically significant commercial buildings on Main Street. 
To the north and east are residential buildings, to the south is the Boston and Maine 
Railroad tracks, and to the west are residential buildings and modern commercial buildings 
with no historical significance to the district. 

I I See continuation sheet 
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NATIONAL REGISTER OF HISTORIC PLACES -
REVIEW COMMENTS 

Ayer H i s t o r i c D i s t r i c t ^ . , ^ 
Worcester County, MA • 

The nomination i s being returned f o r reasons relati,ng t o the /" 
period of s i g n i f i c a n c e ^ the area of t r a n s p o r t a t i o n , the large 
number of n o n c o n t r i b u t i n g resources, and the boundary 
j u s t i f i c a t i o n . ' ' . A. 

The period of s i g n i f i c a n c e ascribed t o the d i s t r i c t i s 184-8- .̂ _ 
1938. The year 1848 was apparently chosen f o r i t s a s s o c i a t i o n • ' 
w i t h the i n c e p t i o n of Groton Junction when much of the town was 
l a i d out. Please c l a r i f y which extant resources c u r r e n t l y convey 
s i g n i f i c a n c e from t h i s e a r l y period, none are i n d i c a t e d i n the 
inventory (the e a r l i e s t b u i l d i n g i n d i c a t e d i s 1868). 

Presumably t r a n s p o r t a t i o n was i n d i c a t e d because the commercial 
f u n c t i o n of the d i s t r i c t developed around the r a i l r o a d i n the 
1850s; however, no extant c o n t r i b u t i n g resources have been -i-: 
i d e n t i f i e d i n the inventory which s p e c i f i c a l l y r e f l e c t ' 
as s o c i a t i o n w i t h t r a n s p o r t a t i o n from t h i s period versus 
commerce. Section #8, page 2, paragraph 1, st a t e s t h a t "the - ' 
r a i l r o a d i s the l a s t remaining h i s t o r i c , i n d u s t r y - o r i e n t e d .1?'' 
s t r u c t u r e c u r r e n t l y e x i s t i n g i n the d i s t r i c t . " ; however, the •' 
r a i l r o a d i s not delineated on the sketch map as being w i t h i n the ".' 
d i s t r i c t boundaries and i n the boundary j u s t i f i c a t i o n the 
r a i l r o a d i s described as "to the south" of the d i s t r i c t . Please . 
review, c l a r i f y and provide f u r t h e r j u s t i f i c a t i o n i n the 
documentation on t h i s p o i n t . > 

The issues of the large number of noncontributing resources and %' 
the boundary justification go hand-in-hand. The justification r 
for inclusion of 10 noncontributing buildings and structures (or 
45/^) out of a total of 22 resources is very weak. The inclusion 
of the predominantly 1950s noncontributing buildings which are 
primarily located on the southern side of Main Street is not .= 
sufficiently justified and their inclusion at all seems 
questionable, they significantly dilute the district's sense of 
time and place. Their inclusion because they represent a later 
period of development 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. .t' 

•' ••••• • ij-

Generally, we do not advocate the jerrymandering of boundaries i n 
cases when n o n c o n t r i b u t i n g and c o n t r i b u t i n g resources are 
interspersed and the d i s t r i c t as a whole reads as a geographical 
e n t i t y . However, from the sketch map and the s e l e c t i v e i / 
photographic documentation on t h i s s e c t i o n of the d i s t r i c t t h i s 
does not appear t o be d e s c r i p t i v e of t h i s d i s t r i c t . The 2 
c o n t r i b u t i n g b u i l d i n g s on the south side of Main Street are 

mi 



NATIONAL REGISTER OP HISTORIC PLACES • - .j 
REVIEW COMMENTS 

•• . •. • , ' • • . • • • ̂  • 
Ayer H i s t o r i c D i s t r i c t p.2 . . * • 
Worcester County, MA '.-'̂  "'t^-^' ' . 
c o n t r i b u t i n g b u i l d i n g s on the south side of Main Street are = .* 
located i n the middle of the d i s t r i c t and the d i s t r i c t i s Z 
extended t o include n o n c o n t r i b u t i n g b u i l d i n g s at the southeastern ' 
edge and t o the west and northwest t o include a d d i t i o n a l ' 
no n c o n t r i b u t i n g b u i l d i n g s and a n o n c o n t r i b u t i n g s t r u c t u r e . I n •• 
t h i s case i t seems appropriate t o t i g h t e n the boundaries t o 
exclude a large number of n o n c o n t r i b u t i n g resources and 
strengthen the d i s t r i c t . Please reevaluate the d i s t r i c t 
boundaries and provide a revised boundary d e s c r i p t i o n and 
j u s t i f i c a t i o n . 
A d d i t i o n a l l y , i t appears from the documentation t h a t the Phelps 
B u i l d i n g located at 63 Main Street (MHC #110) has been 
d r a s t i c a l l y a l t e r e d and may not r e t a i n s u f f i c i e n t i n t e g r i t y to ^ 
c o n t r i b u t e t o the d i s t r i c t ' s s i g n i f i c a n c e . Please address. The . 
Felch-Carley B u i l d i n g located at 15-17 Main Street (MHC #104) has " • • 
also been d r a s t i c a l l y a l t e r e d by s t o r e f r o n t a l t e r a t i o n s , and the i 
a p p l i c a t i o n of wood shingles which has obscured i t s primary ^ s 
character-defining feature, that of clapboard construction. • • 
Please address. ::[.:^iS 
Is the Post Office owned by the Postal Service? If so, was the , ^ 
Federal Preservation O f f i c e r f o r the Postal Service n o t i f i e d of r-^*^fJ^ • 
the proposed nomination? I f so, t h i s n o t i f i c a t i o n needs to be | 
par t of the o f f i c i a l nomination documentation submitted. I f not, i-^'^riJ^^k 1 
never mind. 7 . - j 

iS4 

•••>•*'V.:.. • ; ,, \i- , •k-^.-S:*: 
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1. Name of 
historic name 

Property 
Ayer Main Street H is to r ic D i s t r i c F 

other names/site number 

2. Location 
|l|/4inot for publication  
l^/4vicinity 

street & number Main Street 
city, town Ayer 
state Massachusetts code 025 county Worcester code 027 zip code 0413? 

3. Classification 
Ownership of Property 
|X~| private 
DTI public-local 
I I public-State 
I I public-Federal 

Category of Property 
I I building(s) 
DT] district 
I I site 
I I structure 
I I object 

Number of Resources within Property 

Name of related multiple property listing: 
N/A 

' I,.'- : Gtt;J •K::jf' / T : 

Contributing 

12 

J_ 

Noncontributing 
? buildings 

sites 
structures 

A objects r 
6 Total 

Number of contributing resources previously 
listed in the National Register Q 

4. State/Federal Agency Certification 

As the designated authority under the National Historic Preservation Act of 1966, as amended, I 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,niy opinion, the property E m e e t s does not meet the National Register criteria. See continuation sheet. 

Signature of certifying official 
Execut ive D i r e c t o r , Massachusetts H i s t o r i c a l Commission 

State or Federal agency and bureau c ^ ^ ^ „ i i n ..- „ ^ j - . - — i S ta tR H i s t o r i c P r e s e r v a t i o n O f f i c e r 

Date 

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^^tentered in the National Register. 
I I See continuation sheet. 

I I determined eligible for the National 
Register. See continuation sheet. 

I I determined not eligible for the 
National Register. , 

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

3 -/(. ' 8<J 

Signature of the Keeper Date of Action 



Ayer Main Street Historic District, Ayer, Massachusetts 
6. Funct ion or Use 
Historic Functions (enter categories from instructions) 

Transportation/rai T-related 
Commerce/trade 
Government 

Current Functions (enter categories from instructions) 
Commerce 
Government 

7. Description 
Architectural Classification 
(enter categories from instructions) 

Mid 19th-century Vernacular 
Second Empire 
Italianate 

Materials (enter categories from instructions) 

foundation 
walls 

roof _ 
other 

unlcnown 
wood, brick, concrete 

slate 

Describe present and historic physical appearance. 

The Ayer Historic Main Street Historic D is t r ic t is a four-block commercial 
• d i s t r i c t 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 d i s t r i c t ; however, as i t f i r s t developed in the mid-19th 
century, the area was l i t t l e more than a railroad depot. To the west, the 
d i s t r i c t is contained by the steep grade incline of West Main Street, and the 
northwestern continuation of Route 2A/111 to Groton and Shirley. The 
d i s t r i c t ' s eastern border is at the foot of the William P. Iverson Bridge 
(1950), which crosses over the eastbound Fitchburg Division railroad tracks. 
The 19th century residential neighborhood that bounds the historic d i s t r i c t to 
the north is potentially e l ig ib le for the National Register. 

The d i s t r i c t contains fourteen buildings of which twelve are contributing; of 
the noncontributing buildings, one is a conmercial structure of 1872 whose 
later alterations now render i t ine l ig ib le ; the other is a recent commercial 
building. 

The Ayer Historic Main Street Historic D is t r ic t 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 d i s t r i c t 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 D is t r i c t ' s boundaries are defined as the area of 
land and the buildings beginning at and including the Ayer Town Hall and 

" m a p , sheet #26: parcel #221), and continuing west 
short of Park Street, ending at and including the 
#26: parcel #120). ^, , 

parcel (see Assessor's 
along Main Street just 
Phelps Building (sheet 

1 l i ' i f i f - S j 

The general character of the Ayer Main Street Historic D is t r ic t is that of a .̂ 
small urban/commercial center in a predominately rural/suburban community. 
Two major routes of transportation define this image, and give i t c red ib i l i t y 
as a center of transportation. The east-west ra i l connection from Boston to 
Gardner and the through route of 2A/111 to Shirley and Groton give the 
d i s t r i c t a unique sense of connections to both the 19th-century rai l road, and 
the 20th-century main street. Setbacks' in the d i s t r i c t are for the most part 
six to twelve feet in the core area. |XESee continuation sheet 
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The b u i l t environment in the Ayer Main Street H is tor ic D i s t r i c t represents a 
var iety of s ty les and at leas t two d i s t i n c t periods in the community's 
development. The north side of Main Street i s composed almost en t i r e l y of 
three- and four -s tory commercial br ick bu i ld ings , constructed in the period • 
1872-1898. These were executed in an array of s ty les representing High 
Vic tor ian Gothic, Neo-Classical, I t a l i a n a t e , and Second Empire. Other " ^ 
buildings of this period are two- and three-story wood structures of various >i 
s ty l i ngs . 

The second set of bui ld ings represents growth on the south side of Main 
St reet , and the development of Park Street as an automobile thoroughfare to 
Shir ley and Groton. These bui ldings were constructed between 1914 and ca. 
1918, on land sold by the Boston & Maine Rai l road. This parcel also contained , ! 
a t h in s t r i p of land previously used fo r s id ing and storage sheds, a t h i n 1 
s t r i p of greenbelt , and the southernmost edge of Main St reet , on which an < 
interurban e l e c t r i c r a i l system ran u n t i l 1920. One of these s t ruc tures, the i 
Cornel l ie r Bui ld ing (sheet #26: parcel #329), once held associations with the 
ra i l road as a grain warehouse; others are commercial bu i ld ings . 

The Ayer Main Street Historic District is distinct from other regional \ 
development fo r three primary reasons. The f i r s t major d i s t i n c t i o n i s the 
high concentration of mu l t i - s to ry br ick commercial s t ruc tures. Such ' J 
structures are not common in the Groton/Harvard/Ayer area of north-central I 
Massachusetts, and the density of their construction leads us to the second '\ 
d i s t i n c t i o n of the d i s t r i c t : the pos t - f i r e development period of the l a te ' 
19th century. In 1872, a f i r e devastated the en t i re commercial center of 
Ayer, then composed of a series of wood commercial s t ruc tures. Between 1872 I 
and 1898, most of the br ick commercial bui ld ings which now form the core of 
the d i s t r i c t were erected. Thus, Ayer's Main Street was remodeled using a 
var ie ty of vernacular in terpre ta t ions of arch i tectura l s ty les that were 
popular in the l a s t quarter of the 19th century. The t h i r d major d i s t i n c t i o n 
of the Ayer Main Street H is tor ic D i s t r i c t i s that despite the decline of | 
ra i l road t ransport through Ayer, the d i s t r i c t continued to grow during the | 
ear ly to mid 20th century, large ly as a resu l t of the development of major ' 
autohighways; namely. Routes 2A and 111. 

The fo l lowing are descr ipt ions of the twelve cont r ibu t ing structures in the 
d i s t r i c t , l i s t e d in chronological order: 

THE TURNER PUBLIC SPIRIT BUILDING (MHC #109, Assessor's #26: 158): The 
Turner Public S p i r i t Bu i ld ing , b u i l t in 1868, is the only bu i ld ing on Main 
Street that pre-dates the f i r e of 1872. Moved to Main Street in 1878 from i t s 
locat ion of "Merchant's Row"--a former mercanti le d i s t r i c t located on the 
western edge of the nominated d i s t r i c t , across the ra i l road t racks - - th i s 
bu i ld ing is representative of the kind of clapboard commercial bui ld ings which 

cont inued 
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dominated the area u n t i l the f i r e of 1872. The two-story f l a t roo fed clapboard 
construct ion i s deta i led with c lass i ca l l y inspired cornices and comerboards, 
and two oversized, overhanging o f f i c e bays on the second f l o o r . The oversized 
bays were b u i l t l a t e r : the easternmost one p r io r to 1910; the westernmost one 
p r io r to 1920. The s t ree t - leve l facade i s divided in to two s l i g h t l y 
pro ject ing s to re f ron t bays, and a central entrance provides access to the 
upper l e v e l . 

MEAD'S BLOCK (MHC #103, Assessor's #26: 228): B u i l t in 1872, Mead's Block i s 
a three-story br ick st ructure i n the Second Empire s t y l e . I t s f ive-bay facade 
is divided in to two large storefronts with central entrances, and a central 
access to the upper s to r i es . Double brackets and a wood cornice support the 
s late-shingled mansard roof , from which three dormer windows with scro l led 
casements, and bracketed "gu l l -w ing" roof l ines protrude. The bu i ld ing has 
two d i s t i n c t s tore f ront renovations: a la te Ar t Deco octagonal plate-glass 
and enamelled steel s tore f ront on the easternmost establishment, and a 
Colonial Revival treatment on the westernmost s to re f ron t . The former 
a l t e ra t i on dates to 1950, while the l a t t e r a l t e ra t i on began in June 1979. 

THE PHELPS BUILDING (MHC #110, Assessor's #26: 120): Used i n i t i a l l y as a 
grain store when i t was constructed in 1872, the Phelps Bui ld ing i s a 
three-story clapboard st ructure and features a raised f i r s t - f l o o r entrance 
tha t provided easy access for the loading and unloading of wagons, and a 
half-basement store area. O r i g i na l l y , the structure also had a rear e l l and a 
pitched roof . Now i t i s capped with a t h i r d - f l o o r manscird roof and dormer 
windows, and the e l l i s gone, both a l te ra t ions having been made p r io r to 
1900. Despite a "renovation" e f f o r t , which included vinyl s id ing and aluminum 
f l ash ing , as well as some replacement windows, the bu i ld ing ' s form and p lan, 
inc luding the important loading area with entrance, remain essent ia l l y as they 
were ca. 1900; the bui ld ing is therefore considered con t r i bu t ing . 

PAGE'S BLOCK (MCH #107, Assessor's #26: 187): The largest block on Main 
St reet , Page's Block, a three-story br ick commercial s t ruc tu re , seventeen bays 
wide with gambrel roof , was constructed, in 1872, by Thomas and Al f red Page. 
The f i r s t f l oo r i s composed of e ight remarkably i n t a c t s toref ronts with a 
central access to the upper f l o o r . On the second f l o o r , double-hung windows 
run the length of the bu i ld ing and are deta i led with marble s i l l s and brick 
r e l i e f window hoods. On the t h i r d f l o o r , square-capped dormers pro ject from 
the slate-covered gambrel roof . The f i r s t winter a f te r i t s const ruc t ion , i t 
became clear that pedestrians were in need 
that f e l l from the roof . Subsequently, in 
was constructed to shel ter the passersby. 
a l te ra t ions have been made to Page's Block 
Deco-style shopfront was added to the t h i r d 
and during the mid- to la te 
and steel "modernization." 

of shel ter from the snow and ice 
1873, a permanent sidewalk canopy 
More recent and smaller scale 
s to re f ron ts . In the 1950s, an Ar t 
shop un i t from Washington St reet , 

1870s the easternmost shop uni ts underwent glass 

cent inued 
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THE NUTTING BLOCK (MHC #108, Assessor's #26: 
Nutt ing Block i s the only four -s tory bu i ld ing 
two-bay-by-seven-bay structure has elevations 
Streets. Entrance to the s tore f ront i s via a 
while access to the o f f i ces and apartments in 
on the Pleasant Street s ide. Constructed with 
br ick block features a s late mansard roof with 

160): Erected 
on Main Street, 
on both Main and 
central entry on 
the upper floors 
Second Empire styling, the 

in 1872, the 
The 
Pleasant 
Main St reet ; 
i s via an entry 

dormers, supported by a 
double-bracketed wood cornice, two second-story bay windows on the Main Street 
facade, and accompanying double windows on the t h i r d f l oo r with corbe l led, 
br ick segmental arches. A granited name and date stone i s set between the 
t h i r d - f l o o r windows. • 

AYER TOWN HALL (MHC #101, Assessor's #26: 231): The Ayer Town Hall was 
completed and dedicated in 1876, and i s t a l l , imposing, three-story br ick 
structure r i c h l y deta i led in the High Vic tor ian Gothic s t y l e . The steeply 
pitched s la te roof has an i ron-crested polychromatic tower centered on the 
r idge. Other features of note include the r i ch l y deta i led window hoods, br ick 
and granite buttresses, marble and br ick r e l i e f , and an elaborate wooden porch 
shel ter ing the entrance on the f ron t facade. A low re ta in ing wall of grani te 
whose pointed posts echo the bu i ld ing 's gothic s ty le surv ives, as does a 
Women's Chr is t ian Temperance Union water fountain of cast i r o n , complete with 
mounting block. 

BUILDING (MHC #106, Assessor's #26: 223): B u i l t by Judge John 
in 1880, th i s bu i ld ing i s Main St reet 's only example of I t a l i ana te 
The three-story br ick structure has a f l a t roof wi th wood cornice 
by wood brackets. The seven bays in the facade are divided by 
br ick p i l a s t e r s . Likewise, br ick stringcourses d iv ide the second 
s to r i es . Windows are 2/2 sash and are decorated with marble 
set w i th in the segmental br ick arches. A major s to re f ron t 

e f f o r t began in September 1977. During t h i s pro ject a steel f i r e 
led to a t h i rd -s to ry central door, was removed. The door i t s e l f 

fea ture , and was probably added as an emergency escape 
th i s century. Other a l te ra t ions in the 1977 

THE SPAULDING 
Spaulding 
s t y l i n g , 
supported 
unadorned 
and t h i r d 
keystones 
res tora t ion 
escape, which 
was not an o r ig ina l 
route in the ear ly part of 
renovation included the construct ion of a plywood, s t e e l , and glass s to re f ron t . 

THE NORTH MIDDLESEX SAVINGS BANK (MHC #102, Assessor's #26: 230): B u i l t i n 
1898, the North Middlesex Savings Bank Bui ld ing i s Main St reet 's only example 
of Neo-classical a rch i tec ture . This three-story br ick bui ld ing was the l as t 
s t ructure b u i l t during the pos t - f i r e reconstruct ion period (1872-1898), and i s 
v i sua l l y important as the f i r s t s t ructure in the progression of commercial 
bui ld ings down Main St reet . I t stands prominently at the t r ans i t i on from a 
more res ident ia l d i s t r i c t to the commercial d i s t r i c t , and is a landmark as the 
seat of local commerce. 

I T , 

'dm 

cont inued 
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THE JOHN BARRY BUILDING (Assessor's #26: 89): B u i l t by John Barry in 1914, 
t h i s bu i ld ing i s Main St reet 's f i r s t example of ear ly 20th century commercial 
a rch i tec ture , and the oldest bu i ld ing on the south side of Main St reet . A 
long two-story commercial block, i t i s f in ished in concrete br ick with wood 
cornice d e t a i l , square-cut stone l i n t e l s and s i l l s on the second f l o o r , a sign 
which runs the bu i l d ing ' s length , and large paned glass and steel s to re f ron ts . 

THE PHELPS/CARLEY BUILDING (Assessor's #26: 91): B u i l t by E l i W. Carley in 
1916, t h i s bu i ld ing was the second commercial s t ructure on the south side of 
Main St reet . I t s two-story, concrete block construct ion i s faced with stucco 
and complements the Barry Bui ld ing (26:89). The bu i ld ing i s c lear ly divided 
in to four s t ree t - leve l shops f in ished with plate glass and steel and 
v e r t i c a l l y contained by a bui ld ing- length sign band. Second-story o f f i c e 
windows a l ternate s ing le , double-hung windows with bordered plate glass 
windows. 

THE CORNELLIER BUILDING (Assessor's #26: 329): B u i l t ca. 1918, and used 
f i r s t as a grocery, l a t e r as a grain warehouse, the Cornel l ie r Bui ld ing i s a 
modest, u t i l i t a r i a n clapboarded st ructure with a simple cornice and 
comerboards. The gable roof i s masked by a fa lse f r on t with heavy cornice. 
Despite the loss of i t s o r ig ina l entrance, and a l a t e r rear addi t ion of 
concrete block, the bu i ld ing reta ins s u f f i c i e n t i n t e g r i t y to convey i t s 
s igni f icance as a remnant of the d i s t r i c t ' s commercial and indus t r ia l 
character i n the ear ly 20th century. ^ 

THE FIRST NATIONAL STORE (MHC #105, Assessor's #26: 224): The F i r s t National 
Store Bu i ld ing , b u i l t i n the 1930s, marks the second stage of Ayer's growth. 
I t i s the only s ing le-s tory h i s to r i c structure on Main St reet , and features a 
br ick facade with pre-cast concrete p i las te rs caps and roof edge. I t 
cur rent ly is the locat ion of a special ty store and provides access to the 
second f l oo r of the Felch-Carley Bui ld ing (26: 225). 

There are two noncontributing bui ldings in the d i s t r i c t . One, The 
i s a two-story 
a l te ra t ions include 
glass and s t e e l , the 
the sheathing of the 

Felch-Carley Bui ld ing (MHC #104, Assessor's #26: 225), 
commercial bu i ld ing erected in 1872. Twentieth-century 
the replacement of the or ig ina l s toref ronts with modern 
removal and/or replacement of second-story windows, and 
bu i ld ing with shingles. The other noncontributing bu i ld ing i s a modern 
rai lway depot constructed ca. 1970 (the o r ig ina l depot i s no longer ex tan t ) . 
Noncontributing objects include four recent war memorials. The overal l impact 
of these noncontributing bui ldings i s minimal because of t he i r placement near 
the f r inges of the d i s t r i c t , and because of t he i r low density re l a t i ve to the 
core area of the d i s t r i c t . 

cent inued 
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While storefronts of several of the district's historic commercial structures 
have been modernized, thus hiding their historic character, important historic 
architectural detail in the upper levels is intact. I t is hoped that a 
community awareness program, local legislation, and the formal acceptance of 
the area as a National Register District will be able to reverse the current 
renovation trends, which may hide historic details. Ayer is a participating 
community of the Massachusetts Main Street Program, and the district has 
undergone major improvements in its streets, sidewalks, and amenities through 
this streetscape project. Local interest has been generated to renovate and 
revitalize the district's commercially viable, but as yet untapped resources. 

cent inued 
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Archaeological Description 

Some archaeological artifacts may be found on the sites of the pre-1872 
commercial wood structures in the rear lots of parcels on the north side of 
Main Street (26: 187, 223-225, 228, 230-231). Also, evidence of previous 
railroad loading docks and sheds may be present on the southern edge of the 
district on land held by the Fitchburg Division of the Boston and Maine 
Rail road. 

Some potential archaeological remains of previous structures relating to the 
development of commerce and transportation in the district may be present. 
Possible potential sites would be located in the rear lots of parcels 26: 
187, 223-225, 228, 230-231 on Main Street, and alongside existing railroad 
tracks and beds on the south edge of the district on land currently held by 
the Boston and Maine Railroad. Any archaeological research and artifacts 
which are subsequently unearthed would provide the region with a model of 
development patterns associated with the growth and development of small towns 
in conjuction with the broad-scaled development of the railroad. 



Ayer Main Street Historic D is t r i c t , Ayer, Massachusetts 
8. Statement of Significance 
Certifying official has considered the significance of this property in relation to other properties: 

I I nationally I I statewide [X~l locally : - - . . : , 

Applicable National Register Criteria |X~1A I I B IX~1C I I D 

Criteria Considerations (Exceptions) ^ A Q C I I G 

Areas of Significance (enter categories from instructions) Period of Significance Significant Dates 
Commerce 1868-1938 1872 
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, in Ayer, Massachusetts, is a regional 
example of the changes and prosperity which accompanied the development of - -
railroad transportation in the mid-to-late-l9th century. The district 
possesses integrity of location, design, setting, materials, workmanship, 
feeling, and association. Prior to the mid-1800s, Ayer functioned as outlying 
agricultural land to the communities of Groton and Harvard. However, upon the 
establishmen of a major regional railroad junction there, Ayer developed into 
an important commercial center oriented toward servicing the railroad * 
industry. The Ayer Main Street Historic District is significant for its 
associations with the development of commerce and commercial architecture in 
the mid to late 19th and early 20th-centuries. The major period of . .. 
significance spans the years from 1872 to 1898, the years of a major 
rebuilding campaign following a devasting fire and extends to 1938, when the 
railroad junction and related commercial activity was in the midst of 
decline. A single building predates the fire. The Ayer Main Street Historic 
District meets criteria A and C of the National Register of Historic Places on 
the local level. . ..„^.i./>.... , .. ....i i , 

Ayer was first settled during the late 18th and early 19th centuries as 
farmland with "about a dozen farms of doubtful prosperity" (Hurd, History of 
Middlesex County). This farming community saw very little economic or 
Industrial development, for despite the presence of several good water power 
privileges, the remoteness of the town from older settlements remained so 
great that manufacturing was virtually impossible" (MHC, Reconnaissance Survey 
Report, 1980). This geographical and social barrier prevented l\yer from 
developing economically until the late 1840s. ' ' «>" ' 

Beginning in the mid-1840s, four railroad lines were established: the ' ""''̂  
Fitchburg (1845), the Stony Brook (1848), the Worcester and Nashua (1848), and 
the Peterborough and Shirley (1848). These railroad lines all crossed paths 
in a part of Ayer that came to be known as "Gronton Junction," now the Ayer 
Main Street Historic District. Sweeping arcs of steel, a series of crossover, 
and a variety of sheds and platforms sprung up at the heart of this major < 

. > ^ See continuation sheet , 

•-to 
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Verbal Boundary Description 

See assessors maps 
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' •** ' " " ?* ' -•• I I See continuation sheet 

Boundary Justification 
The district boundaries were drawn to include the historically significant commercial 
buildings on Main Street. To the north and north east are residential buildings, to 
the south is the Boston and Maine Railroad tracks, and to the west are residential 
buildings and modern commercial buildings with no historical significance to the 
d i s t r i c t . v , - t ^ ^ ; , . ' U i H i ; : : . ; ' • 
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j unc t i on . In 1848, the Union Depot was constructed over the Fitchburg 
Div is ion l i n e . I t was a massive shed with covered platforms extending east 
and south from the north-south/east/west crossing, and there was a t i c k e t 
o f f i ce / res tauran t located i n the northeast sector of the crossing. This 
st ructure was at least p a r t i a l l y extant in photographs through 1958. The 
ra i l road crossing at South Groton ( l a te r Groton Junct ion, and cur rent ly Ayer) 
was thus responsible fo r the existence and development of the Town of Ayer, 
and was unsurpassed as a regional t ransportat ion center: 

The cen t ra l i z ing here of these great ra i l road systems has thus afforded 
d i rec t and through service with a l l four points of the compass. Distance 
to be t rave l led is now measured in hours and minutes and not in mi les. We 
are less than an hour from Boston on the through express, and have over 
f i f t e e n t ra ins per day each way. Being on the Hoosac Travel Route, we 
are, as a shipping point to a l l places west unsurpassed. The equipment of 
both ra i l roads i s unequalled; and we are afforded every ra i l road advantage 
which the age can boast. 

I f we may be permitted to indulge in geometrical f igures we can say that 
we are at a common apex of three p rac t i ca l l y equi la tera l t r iang les- -Ayer , 
F i tchburg, Nashua, Lowel l ; Ayer, Boston, Worcester. (Hurd, History of 
Middlesex County, Vol . I I , p. 659.) 

Following the establishment of "Groton Junct ion, " t h i s area "became a f e r t i l e 
f i e l d fo r speculators who recognized i t s commercial and indus t r ia l potent ia l 
and rap id ly bought up and sold o f f large tracks of land" (Barr inger, Workbook) 
and underwent a "series of engineering surveys and speculative purchases in 
the years 1848-1852 [which] l a i d out s t ree ts , established house lo ts and 
determined the posi t ion of a commercial d i s t r i c t , a l l located wi th in [ a ] short 
distance of the ra i l road depot." (MCRP: Report, 1978). 

The east-west Fitchburg and Stony Brook Railroads and the north-south 
Worcester & Nashua and Peterborough & Shir ley Railroads gave "Groton Junct ion" 
access to major r a i l l ines running between Port land, Maine, and New York C i t y , 
and between Boston and Albany, and to the markets of these c i t i e s . As a 
r e s u l t , small-scale indus t r ia l and commercial establishments began to emerge 
in the ear ly 1850s. In 1850, a plow fac to ry , the f i r s t s i gn i f i can t 
manufacturing establishment in Ayer, was opened by the Ames Plow Company. 
Then, in 1854, a large tannery was establ ished, and shor t ly thereaf ter a small 
i ron foundry began operat ing. While the Ames Plow Company relocated to 
Worcester in 1875, a large tannery remained in business in Ayer in to the 20th 
century, employing 100 people in 1900. Undoubtedly the tanned leather was 
shipped by r a i l to shoe fac tor ies throughout New England. More important in 
terms of employment was the ra i l road i t s e l f . By the la te 19th century, 
"Groton Junct ion" was "said to provide the largest c l a s s i f i c a t i o n yard in New 
England," and the ra i l road was Ayer's pr inc ipa l employer. 

cent inued 
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While the ra i l road l i ne i t s e l f survives adjacent to the Ayer Main Street 
H is to r i c D i s t r i c t , other important rai l road-associated structures no longer 
e x i s t , including the Ames Plow Company bu i l d i ng , which burned down in 1886, 
and the Tannery, which burned down in 1961. The ra i l road was the one 
indust ry , however, to which Ayer owned i t s existence: 

We are in the t rues t sense, a ra i l road town; not simply a ra i l road centre, 
but an o f fspr ing of the iron-horse i t s e l f . I t was the magic touch of i t s 
wand that conjured our promising and t h r i f t y v i l l age from an 
uncompromising and almost stagnant country. At the advent of the 
ra i l roads the l i m i t s of our present v i l l age comprised about a dozen farms 
of doubt fu l ly prosper i ty . (Hurd, History of Middlesex County, Vol . I I p. 
657) 

The development of Ayer as a regional ra i l road t ransportat ion center 
st imulated considerable commercial development. In f a c t , the development of 
the Ayer Main Street H is tor ic D i s t r i c t occurred in order to provide support 
services for the ra i l road and the above-mentioned indus t r ies . In the 1850s, 
several commercial bui ldings were constructed along Main St reet . The growing 
transportation/commercial center a t t racted a large enough population t ha t , i n 
1871, the town was incorporated and named a f te r James Cook Ayer, a successful 
local businessman. However, in 1872, disaster struck as a f i r e leveled the 
en t i re Main Street area, destroying a l l but one of the or ig ina l commercial 
bui ld ings (the sole survivor was the Turner Public Spir i , t Bui ld ing of 1868, 
moved to i t s present s i te some ten years l a t e r ) . While the f i r e ob l i te ra ted 
the wood commercial bu i ld ings , i t eventual ly led to the construct ion of the 
nominated d i s t r i c t , a series of late-19th century br ick commercial and 
municipal bui ld ings with a character appropriate to such a rural 
t ranspor tat ion center. 

Following the 1872 f i r e , a major rebui ld ing campaign saw the construct ion of 
nine bui ld ings between 1872 and 1898. These bui ld ings include: the Town Hall 
(1873), seat of the locale government; the North Middlesex Savings Bank, the 
major commercial i n s t i t u t i o n i n the town; Mead's Block (1872), o r i g i n a l l y the 
home of a fu rn i tu re manufacturing f i rm and cur rent ly a restaurant and lounge; 
the Felch-Carley Bui ld ing (1872), a commercial bu i ld ing occupied then and now 
by an o f f i c e and r e t a i l mix (presently noncontr ibut ing) ; and The Spaulding 
Bui ld ing (1880), used for a period of time as a courtroom and commercial 
bu i ld ing by Judge John Spaulding, and cur rent ly a c lo th ing s tore . The Turner 
Public S p i r i t Bu i ld ing , one-time home of the local paper, "The Pubic S p i r i t , " 
and John Turner's Steam Power p r i n t shop is the only bui ld ing on Main Street 
b u i l t before 1872. I t was b u i l t in 1868, along what was then known as 
"Merchant Row," and moved across the tracks to i t s present l oca t i on , in 1878. 
The Phelps Bui ld ing (1872), o r i g i n a l l y a grain s tore , also b u i l t a f te r the 
f i r e , i s now a mult i -use commercial bu i l d ing . A l l nine of these bui ld ings are 
located on the north side of Main St reet . 

cont inued 



NPS Fom \o*ao* 

United States Department of the Interior 
National Park Service 

National Register of Historic Places 
Continuation Sheet 

OMB Appmml Ho tOMWt t 

FEB 2 1989 

Ayer Main Street Historic District 
Ayer, Massachusetts 

Section number 8_ Page 

Although no major arch i tec ts or craftsmen were known to have produced work 
w i th in the Main Street H is tor ic D i s t r i c t , the archi tecture and construct ion 
methods generally used in the community of Ayer may have been inf luenced by 
James Park, "(who) had reputedly worked as a surveyor/archi tect for the Duke 
of Argyle in Scotland p r io r to emigrating to New England in the mid-eighteenth 
century" (MHC, "Repor t " ) . Regardless, however, of any i m p l i c i t or e x p l i c i t 
connection between the arch i tec tura l s t y l i ng of the Main Street D i s t r i c t and 
the reputed Scott ish surveyor /arch i tec t , the fac t remains that the d i s t r i c t ' s 
archi tecture contains a wide var iety of sty les reproduced f i r s t and foremost 
in vernacular and pragmatic manners. 

Following th i s pos t - f i r e period of prosperi ty and growth (1872-1898), Ayer's 
economy was subject to considerable f l u c t u a t i o n . In the ear ly 20th century, 
an interurban e l e c t r i c t r o l l e y system was constructed. This system connected 
the Ayer central business d i s t r i c t with Fitchburg and Sh i r ley , providing a 
larger base of support fo r the businesses along Main St reet . However, t h i s 
service was abandoned in the 1920s as automobile t ranspor tat ion improved. In 
1917, during World War I , Fort Devens, a m i l i t a r y induct ion center, was opened 
near the d i s t r i c t . 

The m i l i t a r y base proved to be both a blessing and a burden on the area. The 
wartime and b r i e f post-war boom per iod, followed by periods of slow decl ine in 
the base's populat ion, added to the economic i n s t a b i l i t y of the Ayer 
commercial d i s t r i c t . Adding to the woes of the Main Street H is tor ic D i s t r i c t 
was the general decl ine of the ra i l road as a t ranspor ta t ion source, thus 
leading fewer t r ave l l e r s to stop in "Groton Junct ion. " By the 1930s, the Ayer 
Main Street H is to r ic D i s t r i c t was in serious dec l ine. 

The unevenness of the 20th-century Ayer economy can be seen in the bu i ld ing , 
pattern in the d i s t r i c t . The south side of Main St reet , once the s i t e of a 
series of long, covered loading docks and an open park area (over which the 
t r o l l e y passed), came to be l ined with smaller commercial blocks in the years 
between 1914 and 1954. In 1914-1916, two parcels were developed on the 
southwest side of the s t reet on land previously owned by the Boston and Maine 
Railroad (the John Barry Bui lding and the Phelps/Carley Bui 1ding). A smal l , 
u t i l i t a r i a n st ructure tucked behind the Barry Bui ld ing (the Cornel l ier 
Bu i ld ing , ca. 1918) served at various times as a grocery and a warehouse—it 
i s presently a restaurant. The 1930s brought a "modern" commercial bu i ld ing 
to the north side of Main Street : The F i r s t National Store Bu i ld ing . The 
next spurt of development did not occur un t i l 1951-1954, when f i ve more 
parcels on Main Street were sold by the B & M Rai lroad: three on the south 
side moving east , and two at the corner of Main Street and Park St reet . These 
f i v e parcels, developed with small commercial s t ruc tures , l i e j u s t outside the 
d i s t r i c t boundaries. 

cont inued 
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The Ayer Main Street Historic D is t r ic t is at i t s heart a commercial center in 
a rural/suburban locale. Although i t was developed primarily through the 
commerce brought to i t by the railroad industry in the mid- to-late-19th 
century, i t also developed in this century through a series of land sales and 
commercial speculation. Thus, the Ayer Main Street Historic D is t r ic t contains 
elements from two d is t inct eras: buildings that remain from the railroad boom 
days, and buildings that ref lect the community's uneven growth as the local 
commercial center in the mid-20th century. 



DISTRICT DATA SHEET 
AYER MAIN STREET HISTORIC DISTRICT 

AYER, MASSACHUSETTS 

MHC # ASSESSORS 
MAP # 

101 26:231 

HISTORIC NAME 

»1 

Ayer Town Hall 
Women's Christian Temperance 
Union Water fountain 
War Memorial 
Civil War Memorial 

War Memorial : ^ 
War Memorial '-^ . , ̂  
WWII Memorial \ 

STREET ADDRESS 

Main Street 

DATE OF 
CONSTRUCTION 

STYLE 

1941 -1945 

RESOURCE STATUS 

1873 High Vict. Gothic B c ca. 1875 
High Vict. Gothic 

0 t 
1861 -1918 0 c 
1861-1865 0 c 
1912-1984 m 
1919-1941 

m 
Korean & Vietnam War Memorial 

_ "- ' . - • ̂  , 
1950-1975 0 m 

:«, = .~,H| • -•>!.'».• 
Granite retaining wall with 

gothic posts 
ca. 1873 St e 

26:330 Vacant land " 

102 26:230 North Middlesex Savings Bank 3,5,7 Main Street ' 1898 Neo-Classical c 
103 26:228 Mead's Block 9-13 Main Street 1872 Second Empire s 
104 26:225 Felch-Carley Building 15 Main Street 1872, with 

. i later al tera­
tions 

Clapboard Commercial B m 

105 26:224 Fi rst National Store 17-23 Main Street ca. 1930 Early-20th Century 
Commercial 

B c 

106 26:223 The Spaulding Building 25 Main Street ' 1880 Italianate B c 
107 26:187 Page's Block 33-47 Main Street 1872 Second Empire i c 
108 26:160 

26:159 

The Nutting Block 

Vacant 

49 Main Street ^ 1872 Second Empire 



X'i 

1 

1 

I-

• !^ 
/ I f 

v . - - 1 ! . 

FEB 2 1989 



MHC # ASSESSORS 
MAP # 

109 26:158 

110 26:120 

114 26:329 

114A 

116 26:89 

26:90 

117 26:91 

Total 

Buildings 
Structures 
Si tes 
Objects 

HISTORIC NAME 

Turner Public Spirit 

The Phelps Building 

Cornellier Building 

Ayer Railway Depot 

John Barry Building 

Vacant land 

Phelps/Carley Building 

12 
1 

3 
T5 

NC 

2 

4 
~5 

DISTRICT DATA SHEET 
AYER MAIN STREET HISTORIC DISTRICT 

AYER, MASSACHUSETTS 

STREET ADDRESS 

59-61 Main Street 

63 Main Street 

Depot Square 

44-48 Main Street^^1^ 

30-38 Main Street 

i 

DATE OF 
CONSTRUCTION 

1868; 
1878; (date 
moved to pre­
sent location) 

1872 

STYLE RESOURCE STATU 

Clapboard Commercial B 

Second Empire 

ca. 1918, 1975 Early 20th Century 
Utilitarian 

ca. 1970s Commercial 

1914 

1916 

Early 20th Century 
Commercial 

Early 20th Century 
Commercial 

B 

# 

B 

c 
e • 
m 
c 



-• i > \ -

-4 -. 

• . .6-

FEB 2 iS89 



NATIONAL PARK SERVICE 

NATIONAL REGISTER OF HISTORIC PLACES 
EVALUATION/RETURN SHEET 

REQUESTED ACTION: RESUBMISSION 

PROPERTY 
NAME: 

MULTIPLE 
NAME: 

Ayer Main S t r e e t H i s t o r i c D i s t r i c t 

STATE & COUNTY: MASSACHUSETTS, Worcester 

2/02/89 DATE RECEIVED: 
DATE OF 16TH DAY: 
DATE OF WEEKLY LIST: 

REFERENCE NUMBER: 88000193 

NOMINATOR:^TATE 

DETAILED EVALUATION: Y 

/-̂ ACCEPT RETURN 

DATE OF PENDING LIST: 
DATE OF 45TH DAY: 3/19/89 

REJECT 2-^/' ̂ /dP̂ DATE 

ABSTRACT/SUMMARY COMMENTS: 

RECOM./CRITERIA (f2(lC^^ QJ^KL-
REVIEWER — ' 
DISCIPLINE 
DATE ^ / / Q ' 

DOCUMENTATION see attached comments Y/^see attached SLR Y/^ 



CLASSIFICATION 

count resource type 

STATE/FEDERAL AGENCY CERTIFICATION 

FUNCTION 

historic current 

DESCRIPTION 

architectural classification 
materials 
descriptive text '. 

SIGNIFICANCE 

Period Areas of Significance--Check and justify below 

Specific dates Builder/Architect 
Statement of Significance (in one paragraph) 

summary paragraph 
completeness 
clar i t y 
applicable c r i t e r i a 
justification of areas checked 
relating significance to the resource 
context 
relationship of integrity to significance 
justification of exception 
other 

BIBLIOGRAPHY 

GEOGRAPHICAL DATA 

acreage ^verbal boundary description 
UTMs boundary justification 

ACCOMPANYING DOCUMENTATION/PRESENTATION 

sketch maps USGS maps photographs presentation 

OTHER COMMENTS . ~ \ \ I \ , . . 

Questions concerning this nomination may be directed to ; 

Phone 

Signed Date 



9S --S 

^275 

CENT RAL 

'27-43 

2 79 

STREET 

FI 

f V f 1 s-o''^'i 

282. / • / 
^ ̂  28^ (, 

2 92 ^ 

t -291 

3 0 ^ 

/ 

^95 

\ 

\ 

'AO 

^87 ,7 V/-'•/\ ./ 
2 6 8 

33-2 5 

(K/ h 

4/ 

305 

306 - /V^sr* i i_ .J>, 

1 ^ . . f 509 

5^ H-..^^/^-^ t 

326 /P' TTi sVC; 
27-WQ 

^ 33-12 . 33 
33-\3 

3^4 
THARLES A. PERKINS CO., INC. 
CIVIL ENGINEERS 6 SURVEYOffS - CUNTON.MASS 

SCALE : l"= 100' 

SHEET 

26 























7 i I 

The Commonwealth of Massachusetts 
Office of the Secretary of State 

Michael Joseph Connolly, Secretary 

Massachusetts Historical Coinmission 
Valerie A. Talmage 
E.xeculive Direc tor 
State Historic Preservation Officer 

January 29, 1988 

Carol S h u l l * , • 
National Register of Historic Places ' ^ \ . *• 
Department of the Interior 
N a t i o n a l Park Service " -
P.O. Box 37127 y ..Ŝ  • ' 
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