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DESCRIBE THE-PRESENT AND ORIGINAL (II known) PHYSICAL APPEARANCE

Dominating the middle of a block on Hope Street in Bristol and 
overlooking the water, where boats once docked near it, the former Post 
Office and Customs House is a tall-and- massive,, though, restrained,, rect­ 
angular^ palazzo. Set back from the sidewalk and raised upon a granite 
Tase, it has a towering presence, diminished only by the many recent 
structures around it. It was built in(̂ §8>from the__desi.gns..pf..ATnmi 'B. 
Young, Supervising Architect of the Treasury Department, who helped the 
Renaissance Revival style become for a time the predominant one for public 
buildings, following the long reign of the Greek Revival-r-a style in which 
he was also accomplished.

The plain front wall of deep red brick is pierced by three large 
arched openings on each of its two stories. A greyish sandstone molding 
outlines the arches on both floors and caps the piers which separate the 
first-floor arches 5 and a decisive molding of the same material forms a 
belt between the two stories. The center opening on the first floor 
serves as the doorway; it is flanked by windows barred with iron. As is 
typical of the Renaissance Revival style, the second-story openings are 
more complex in their treatment than those below. The jupper openings 
have granite sills, as well as a very shallow balcony of iron, on 
brackets, running across them. The panelling of the upper fa$ade is 
understated, but the surmounting entablature is heavy and elaborately 
decorated. The cornice performs as the visual topping of the building, 
for the low hipped roof is visible only when one is at a distance from 
the building.

The sides and rear of the building have window , arrangements simi­ 
lar to the front, but include some blind recesses, and the molding on 
these faces becomes a browner sandstone. A side chimney probably once 
rose near the front of the left elevation. One chimney is extant, though 
apparently altered, at the rear of the building. In old photographs 
there aprears a pedimented dormer in the front center of the roof, but 
it was probably a later addition and is now gone, anyway. The present 
torcheres that are prominently attached to the first-floor piers were 
later decorations.. An iron fence of attenuated balusters encloses the 
side portions of the small lot on which the building is situated.

The interior is in a state of neglect today. The front area accom­ 
modated postal sorting rooms, offices and mail boxes. The original iron 
columns are evident between the wood panels of the clerks' windows. Also 
extant is the wooden vestibule. The tile now on the floor seems to be an 
alteration. Cast iron stairs, railed also in iron, extend up to the 
customs quarters on the second story, which consist of a very large'main 
room and a smaller one. The stair landing has what seem to be its large, 
original tiles, and a heavy iron gate divides the landing from the lower 
stair run. The large room is particularly interesting because of its

(See Continuation Sheet.)
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7. Description.

seven sets of iron-framed windows.with heavy iron sills and interior 
shutters. The scale is impressively large: the ceiling is approximately 
17 feet high and there are 8-foot panelled doors. The floors are of hard­ 
wood;A very plain marble fireplace is in one corner of the large room.

In the cellar one can see the granite piers which support horizontal 
iron beams, which in turn support the iron columns of the first floor. 
The stone-walled cellar extends under the full length and width of the 
building and has a ceiling of brick.

Currently the building is attached to a modern Y. M. C. A. swimming 
pool structure and is used somewhat as ante-space, although it may in 
future be remodelled as offices.
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STATEMENT OF SIGNIFICANCE (Include Personages, Dates, Events, Etc.)

I

The Bristol Customs House and Post Office of 1858 stands as an 
example of the rediscovery of the Italian palazzo mode of architecture 

<- after the "long proliferation of the Greek Revival. Also, though small, 
it" quite' exemplifies'the period__in which dozens of such buildings were 
erected by the Department of the Treasury virtually .all of. them..de­ 
signed by Ammi B. Young. Young earlier was a master of the Greek Revi­ 
val style, and through his career one can view the popularization of 
subsequent styles, the emergence of new materials and methods of con­ 
struction, Talbot F. Hamlin writes in his Greek Revival Architecture 
in America:

Engaged as architect for the Treasury Department in 18^2 ... 
the] continued as Supervising Architect until i860. Of prac­ 
tically all of these [post offices and customs houses] during 
this period, Ammi B. Young was the architect. [They show] 
the rapid development ... toward more Italianate and baroque 
forms.

The Greek Revival style, however, continued to serve as a discipline 
for design in other styles during Young's period, and one can see in 
the Bristol buildingelements of the Greek Revival's clarity of ele­ 
vation and simplicity of ornament: the massive, deliberate fa9ade; 
the heavy cornice; the severe, almost anti-picturesque, feeling the 
building achieves. The building contains obvious and interesting 
differences to the Customs House in Providence, designed by Young in 
the previous year in a more Tuscan style. The Providence building has 
a more consciously classical, academic theme, but shares with the 
Bristol edifice a severely plain wall treatment with sharply-cut open­ 
ings, a pronounced vertical!ty, and numerous structural innovations.

The Bristol work serves as an excellent example of a style that 
is little represented in a town which has fine buildings of other 
styles and periods, and is a reminder of what was once one of the most 
active seaports in the northeast. Fortunately the building has found 
a new use and will be of continued value to the town practically as 
well as historically. It is hoped (and expected) that the planned in­ 
terior renovations will be handled with due regard to the existing 
architecture.
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