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~The RH Searns building is located in Boston's nercantile district at the inter-
section of Trenont Street and Tenple Place. The building is adjacent to historic Boston
Cman () andis inproximty to the Vdshington Street retail "district, the Beacon Hill
(R residential district andBoston's theatre district. .

Te RH Searns Departnent Store, an exanple of restrained Beaux Arts classical
style, was erected in 1909 as aten story building with ahigh ornanental parapet. I n the
late twenties, an additional floor was added behind the parapet walls. This three bay py
twel ve bay, free standing, flat roofed, steel frane structure is faced in |imnestone,
granite and brick. The two dressed facades faci n? Tremont Street and Tenple Place are
primarily linestone. The najor entrance to the store faces the Boston Gomanwith g,
additional entrance at the center of the building along Tenple P ace. The facades e
divided into three sections consisting of atwostory base, acentral and anupper section

_ The Trenont Street facade (northwest) is three bays wde stressing avertical organj-
zation of fenestration beginning with the elaborate storefront andcul rmnating in yound
arched w ndows wsuallyponnectlnP the ninth andtenth floors. At base section, i Nihe
street level twofull height display wndows flank each side of the nain entrance, Acast
iron narquee detailed in X Arts tradition overhangs the nainentrance Bonze |etters
affixed to the narquee, identify RH Searns and Gonpary. A handsonely det aj | ed project-
ing bal cony, supported on decorative brackets, covers the entrance at the |evel of the
second story w ndows. The w ndows, both doubl e bay, double hung, andencased in cast
iron, are accented with carved stone work on either side, and pal ustrades bel ow

Aprojecting cornice, beneath which the RH Searns logo is affixed, separates the
base fromthe sixth story central section. In this central section, athree-double bay
w ndow pattern Is reqularly maintained. Asimlar, though nore el aborate cornice sets off
the top portion of the building. At the top level wndows are full hellqht and arched with
carved keystones to provide anagnificent viewof the Conmen, Beacon Hill, and Back Bay.
Adecorati've bal cony adorns the mddle bay. Above the arched ninth floor wndows a
projecting and handsonel y detailed cornice supports a bal ustraded parapet.

The Tenple A ace facade ésouthv\est) I's twel ve bays wde with the five westernnost
bays projecting slightly anddetailed |ike the Trenont Street facade. Asimlarlyarticu-
|ated narquee I'dentifieS the pedestrian entrance in the sixth bay. Aservice entrance is
located at the rear of the facade. .

The remaining two elevations do not have street exposure and are treated sinply. The
sout heast el evation abuts another buildi n([; for five stories; the upper five stories are
faced with buff brick and contain regul ar Y spaced rectangul ar w ndow openi ngs. The
northeast elevation is also faced with buff brick with the exception of its northernnost
bay which is faced with linestone, [t continues the vertical fenestration pattern cul -
mnating in around arch of the facade but lacks the detail. . .

The exterior of the Stearns Building renains unaltered with three mnor exceptions:
the loss of the bronze spread eagle flagpole finial which was donated bg Rg’ Sfeams {9
the US Ny for the original nasthead of the LSS Massachusetts, theraI%“)V A 0 | € g1 ass
canopi es which originally adorned the Trenont Street entrance narquee the repl acenent
of Y1 sashwith2/2

Tre building interior was designed for retail use with wde openSel€s areas. The
ground floor sales area was originally nost refined initsornanentation and furnishing
with detailed plasterwork and cabinetry. The interior has been constantly changed during
the building's use as adepartnent store, as sales departnents and tastes changed. The
original interior detaili ngf has been renoved except for the ground floor display w ndows
and sone areas of ornanental ceiling work.
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STATEMENT OF SIGNIFICANCE ) ) ) ) . )

Thre RH Searns Building, which retains integrity of |ocation, design, setting,
material s and worknanship, i ssignificant forits role inthe social andcultural history
of Boston, as asignificant exanple of the work of Parker, Thonas and R ce, and as an
anf)étant exanpl e of turn of the century restrained Beaux Arts classical commercial
ul | di ngs.

The RH Searns Building was designed i n 1908-1909. |[ts architects, Parker, Thonas
ad R ce, were recogni zed by contenporary critics as being anang Boston's nost skillful
desi gners of the early 1900s. _

J. Harleston Parker (1873-1930) F.AIl.A, agraduate of Havard Col | ege, studied
architecture at MI.T. and the Ecole des Beaux Art's inParis. @ hisreturn to Bostonin
1900 he began architectural practice |nPartner_sh|p with Douglas H Thonas (1872-1915),
FAI.A, aJohns Hpkins graduate wo also trained at MI.T. and at the Ecole des Beaux
Arts inParis.  In 1907 (after the design of the Fermay Studios), Arthur Véllace Rce

1869-1938), F.Al.A, joined the firm andit was under the nene of Parker, Thonas and
Baﬂa'that nost of their well known conmssions were executed, chiefly inBoston and in

i mor e.

The firms najor Boston works include the RH Searns Departnent Store, the 1921
John Hancock Mitual Life Insurance Building, the Hrvard dub, the Tennis and Racquet
d ub, and a nunier of downtown el evator office buildings. A though their work denon
strates anability towork confortablyinavariety of styles, anarked preference for
Neo- cl assi cal and Renai ssance Revival ‘styles isevident.1

fs noted inthe Architectural Record of August 19137'the store for the RH Searns &
@., isscrupulously sinple inits general appearance, and both economcal in the anount
of ornanentation, andreticent inits effect onedetects the possible influence of a
desire on the part of the store owner to be solid and unpretentious but none the | ess
smart-like a good ol d Boston famly .'2 _ o .

Tre building isanexcellent exanple of restrained Beaux Arts classicism popular in
conmercial  bui | di n?s at the turn of the century. The structural franework the in-
terior purpose of the RH Searns Building revealsasinmlar quality inthe choice of
materials andde5|ﬁn. Built with reinforced concrete and structural steel, the building
vas exenplary of the nost current technol o?y. The ceiling detailed inrosettes of terra
cotta and plaster, was equipped with one of thefirst sprinkler systens utilized in the
aty of Boston.

The RH Searns Store was a special refinenent inretailing inAwrican history, and
as such hasPI ayed an inportant role i nthe cultural history of Boston. The Anerican
departnent store is Iar%ellny a product of the years from 1860to 1910, with several factors
besi des the exanpl e of Mrche particularly inportant inits devel opment. Increased
urban popul ation neant that IarFe nuntoers of people lived within conparativelysnall areas
ad were easily able to reach al'nost any place i ntown viainproved nass transportation
systens. Horse-drawn trolleys, charging a reasonable fare, carried nany potential cus-
toners fromevery section of town to the point of sale. Also, the lowering of the price
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of paper beginning about 1830 afforded nerchants economcal and widely circulated advertising
Mbre available capital during the Industrial Revolution, low taxes, and cheap |abor to

build and staff storesalso contributed tothe rise of the departnent store I n Awrica

These factors, together with an inproved standard of |iving and a denand for nore and

better goods, encouraged nany snall nerchants to create nore efficient distribution
systen$86%/ expanding their operations. Veenall of these factors cane into focus in the
late 1860 s and early 1870's, the departnent store had afirmfoot hold i n Awrica.

A though the term"departnent store " isn't recorded inthe [anguage until 1887, wen a
NwvYork establishnent advertised itself as HH ]—E?/n's Departnent Store, the idea of
separate departnents instores can be found inprint at least 40 years earlier.3"

Jordan Marsh, just ablock fromRH Stearns, was the first to develop the departnent
store concept totally. Hoan Jordan, inpartnership with Benjamn Mrsh, opened a whol e-
sal e.Hobbl ng business at 129 MIk Street in 1851. This vas the origin of the present
get ?ld busi ness, one which i s known for having introduced nunerous I nnovationsinthe
ield.

WIlliam Filene opened his first retail store in 1851, and subsequently he operated a
nuntoer of snal|l dry goods storesinand around Boston. In 1890, Filene |eased 445-447
Véshington Street (Boston, My creating a space believed to bethe largest of thetine
devoted exclusively to vonen's ready-to-wear and accessori es. _

Founded in 1847 and known fromthe onset as aprestigous ad excl usivestore, RH
Searns and . established traditions of etiquette, style, and selective nerchandi sing
t hroughout the Boston community. Wile simlar to Jordan Mrsh inorigins and concept,
RH Searns carved out anarkét niche by catering to the carriage trade. Boston, at the
turn of the century, vas abustling conmercial center where those wo attained weal th
were not always sure about the "correct" way to spend their . RH Searns vas
successful inpart because the narket had confidence that itens for saleinthe store had
been presel ectedfor their "correctness". The 1909 building vas perfectly natched to
this concept; advertising the store's understated el egance across the (Grnan to Boston's
influential citizens living inBack By and on Beacon Hill.

Rchard H Searns vas born i nAshburnham M\in 1824 He ves educated in district
school s and at Phillips Acadeny, Andover, after which hetaught school. In 1846, Searns
noved t o Boston and worked inthe store of GC Burr. Alittle nore than a year later he
began busi ness for hinself, opening a smal| store under the ol d Adans House on Véshi ngt on
Street. This vas the beginning of the business inwhich the founder took avital i n-
terest until his death inhis 85th year.

In 1977, RH Searns Gonpany closed its Boston store. The building has been
purchased and is being rehabilitated for use as housing for the elderly.

L Withey, Henry E and Eise Kathburn, Biographical Dictionary of
Anerican Architects (Deceased), Los Angeles: NawAge, 1956.

2 "Notes onthe Vorks of Parker, Thonas and R ce of Boston and Bal tinore" Architectural
Record. Vol une XXXV, Nunbber ||, August, 1913

3 Hendrlckson, Fobert. The Gand Enporium Stein and Doy, MNwYork, 1979, pp. 30-33.
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