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he United States Custom House was built to replace the custom house 
burned in Portland's Great Fire of 1866. Alfred B. Mulrett, the 

Supervising Treasury Architect, was responsible for the design of the 
Custom House. It was started in I860, completed in Wl and dedicated in 
1872. ,

The French Renaissance building is free standing, occupying the 
entire block bounded by Commercial, Custom House, Fore and Pearl Streets 
on Portland's waterfront. The street positions determine its sides; it 
is nearly rectangular, seventy feet wide and one hundred and thirty feet 
long. It is built of granite from Concord, New Hampshire. It is three 
stories high with a hip

The Custom House acts as a gateway to Portland. It has two facades, 
one facing southeast toward Commercial Street and one facing northwest 
toward Fore Street. The facades are identical except for the level of 
entrance. The Custom House sits on a flat lot. Pearl and Custom House 
Streets slope up from Commercial Street to Fore Street, forming an em­ 
bankment on three sides of the lot. A heavy cast iron railing of tan­ 
gent ovals tops the embankment. The Fore Street entrance to the first 
floor level of the Custom House is a graceful bridge of stairs. The. 
Commercial Street entrance is on grade at the basement level.

Each facade has arched, keys toned windows between single rounded 
Doric pilasters on the first and second floors. The center entrance 
bay projects slightly. Second square pilasters form the corners of this 
bay and of the facade. The basement level of the Commercial Street ( 
facade is emphasized by a heavy rustication. Wide, slightly' sunk' bands 
are cut horizontally across the surface of the walls and pilasters. (The 
rest of the basement level has a flat surfacfc^l

Each facade wraps around the sides of 'the building for three bays. 
Between is a slightly recessed five bay section which has the same win­ 
dows as the facades but no pilasters. This midsection does not have the 
relief of the facades. Both sides are identical.

A cornice and balustrade surround the entire building. The cornice 
has triglyphs except over the five bay midsection of the sides where it 
is blank.

An elaborate tower rises from the center of each facade. Double 
square Corinthian pilasters flank arched windows on the three outward 
faces of the square tower, and support pediments. The roof of each 
tower rises in a curved hip to a balustrade at the

There have been only two alterations to the original exterior. Plate 
glass doors have been installed at either entrance. Two flag poles pro-

(See Continuation Sheet)
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6. REPRESENTATION IN EXISTING SURVEYS 

Greater Portland Landmarks Survey 

1969 Local

Greater Portland Landmarks, Inc. 
Station A, Box 4197 
Portland, Maine

Code 23

\
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7. DESCRIPTION 2 

ject from the second floor flanking the Fore Street entrance bay.

The interior of the Custom House was repainted and gilded in 1966. It 
retains its original elegance. A two story space occupies the center of the 
sides. Open stairways lead to offices in either end section. The original 
woodwork is intact throughout the building. The floors are marble. There 
are Italian marble fireplaces, and the counters of the central space are 
marble.

GPO 921-724
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TATEMENT OF SIGNIFICANCE' [ [ '

Afred B. Mullett (1834-1890) was the Supervising Architect of the 
United States Treasury Department from 1866 to 1875. He designed the 
State, Army and Navy Building and the south wing of the Treasury Build­ 
ing in Washington, tf.C. and'government buildings in many cities across 
the country. Mr. Mullett designed the United States Post Office in 
Portland, built at the same time as the Custom House and torn down in 
the 1960's.

The Custom House is a strikingly handsome building. The rich play 
of light on the facades emphasizes the fullness of the details. The 
use of an embankment to enclose the Custom House handles the problem of 
level change gracefully and gives the Custom House a special setting. 
The central space is light and elegant, the richness of its finishes 
appropriate.

The two identical towers and the highly textured' exterior 5 of the 
Custpm House draw attention to it. It functions as an introduction "to 
the city from the waterfront area. <VJ PearT'Stre'et leads'' from it'past' 
the impressive Victorian business blocks on Middle Streejt and .the( Cum­ 
berland County Courthouse on Federal Street to Lincoln Park, arbuffif 
which are grouped other federal and city buildings. The Custom House 
is an important part of the government and commercial district of the 
center of Portland.
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