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DESCRIBE THE PRESENT AND ORIGINAL (if known) PHYSICAL APPEARANCE

The New Bedford Custom House is an oblong-shaped two-story granite
ashlar building with a hipped roof. The structure is five bays long and
three-bays deep. The east (main) elevation is dominated by a three-bay
wide giant portico comprised of four giant Greek Doric columns and two
pilasters which support a pediment. The four corners of the main structure
are treated as giant pilasters. The columns, pilasters, cornice, water
table, and belting course on the level with the second-story windows are all
of tooled granite and form a distinct contrast with the rock-faced blocks
of granite that form the main walls. Windows and doors have flat arches and
the windows are decorated by exterior shutters.

A square cupola, possibly added around 1850, which was once located
between the four chimneys that rise from the center of the hipped roof, has
been removed and the parapet rail originally.loeated.between the stacks has
been reconstructed. The exterior otherwise appears to be, unaltered. The
structure has a groined vault ceiling and the staircase to the second floor
is of solid stone, the upper part being cantilevered out from the wall with
the steps interlocking. The building is used as a custom house and post
office. The Custom. House is in excellent condition and open to visitors.
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STATEMENT OF SIGNIFICANCE

Designed by the noted architect Robert Mills and erected in 1834-36,
the New Bedford Custom House is a powerful essay in granite of a small
public building executed in the Greek Revival style. The design is a
particularly interestifig’illtstratibn'of the creative use of Greek
precedent; for although the whole effect is recognizably 'Greek Doric" it is
gained by all sorts of non-Greek means. Molding profiles are changed,
triglyphs and mutules omitted, and richness and power are obtained by a
carefully studied use of stone textures and the variation of rock-faced and
tooled granite. The New Bedford Custom House is the largest, most
elaborate, and probably the finest of the series of four granite Greek
Revival custom Eouses that Mills designed for the New England States in the
period 1834-36.

History

Robert Mills prepared the designs for four modest-sized granite Greek

Revival Custom Houses for the New England States. Three of them, - at
iddletown, Connecticut (1834), at New London, Connecticut (1835), and at
ewburyport, Massachusetts, (1834-35), are almost identical, and the New
edford structure is the largest and most elaborate, architecturally, of this
roup. The custom house at New Bedford was authorized by an Act of

ongress on July 3, 1832. The site for the building was purchased on April
2, 1833, for the sum of $4,900. Construction, supervised by Seth H. Ingalls
pegan in 1834 and the structure was completed in 1836. Cost of construction,
exclusive of the site, was $25,500. The New Bedford Custom House still
gerves its original function as a custom house and also as a post office.

T
The New Bedford Custom House has also been attributed to Russell Warren,

a prominent New Bedford architect. If he is proven to be the designer then

he should also receive credit for the other three very similar custom houses

erected at Middletown and New London, Connecticut, and also at Newburyport,
Massachusetts.
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