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The Arlington Town Center district is comprised of a single city block, bounded 
on the north by Massachusetts Avenue, on the east by Pleasant Street, on the south 
by Maple Street, and on the west by Academy Street, The New England Telephone 
Company property on the corner of Pleasant and Maple Streets is excluded from 
this district. The area contains eight structures with their respective additions 
and dependencies, a well-landscaped public garden, a burial ground, and various 
pieces of street furniture such as markers, walls, and statuary. Although their 
functions and architectural styles vary, the buildings of this district complement 
each other in terms of scale, landscaping, and use of building materii . 

The First Parish Unitarian Church (1857) is situated at the northeast corner of 
the district on Massachusetts Avenue at Pleasant Street. Designed by Richard Bond, 
a Boston architect, it is the only ecclesiastical building within the district. Stylisticilly 
the white frame structure is an example of first phase Romanesque Revival, typicallj 
displaying Gothic Revival and Italianate motifs as well. It is thought that this church 
was Bond's only exercise in the style. A small addition and connecting ell, sympathejticrn 
in roofline, scale, and wall fabric, were finished in 1958. Behind the church is the rn 
Old Burying Ground, associated with the congregation of the First Parish Church 
since at least 1736 (the date of the oldest headstone). 

Immediately to the west of the church is an access lane to the Whittemore-
Robbins House (c. 1800) and its two dependencies, a carriage shed and a cottage. 
Originally located on Massachusetts Avenue, the house was moved to its present 
location when preparations for the construction of the Robbins Library began (c. 1890) 
The building is a handsome federal structure, almost square in plan, with mid- and 
late nineteenth century additions and alterations. The exterior of the building has 
been changed only slightly; it still retains the hip roof, brick end walls, four end 
chimneys, and side-lighted doorway with elliptical fanlight that characterize 
substantial domestic architecture of this period. With the exception of an Italianate 
front porch, most of the exterior alterations or additions have occurred above the 
cornice. Circa 1870 the original balustrade was removed from the eave line, a 
dormer with Italianate detail was added to each plane of the roof, and the balustrade 
was recreated behind the dormers. At the same time, the original cupola was 
probably enlarged and certainly modified with the addition of bracketed detail 
reflecting that of the porch. 

To the west of the Whittemore-Robbins House on Massachusetts Avenue is the 
Robbins Library (1892), Designed by the f i rm of Cabot, Everett, and Mead, it is 
the earliest extant example of the second Renaissance Revival in Arlington. A later 
addition (1930) in the same style houses the children's collection . The wall fabric 
of the main library is sandstone ashlar with limestone and marble ornament used in 
the entrance frame. There are two significant elements in the design of the library. 
The first is the abundance of well-executed ornamental detail, evident in the cornice 
and portal. The second noteworthy detail is the monumental scale, expressed^in the 
use of arched windows which incorporate three stories and the tremendous portal. 
This scale was characteristic of the second Renaissance Revival, especially in 
civic buildings and was suitable to the iconography of a building which was designed 
to function both as a monument to a founding family and as a civic landmark. 

Between the Robbins Library and the Robbins Memorial Town Hall to the west 
(cont,) 
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Maple St, on the south, and Pleasant St, on the west. 

7, DESCRIPTION (cont,) 

is the Memorial Garden, designed by R, Clipston Sturgis. According to the 
Arlington Historical Commission, the development of the landscape from an informal 
almost wild periphery to a stylized and controlled center is symbolic of the growth 
and development of Arlington. 

The Robbins Memorial Town Hall (1913), located at the northwest corner of the 
district, was the work of R. Clipston Sturgis who was probably influenced by Mangin 
and McComb's New York City Hall (c. 1802), His interpretation of classical Revival 
forms with French and Italian motifs is more restrained in the use of architectural 
ornament than the library, but is more sophisticated in its modulation of wall planes 
and textures. Alternating surfaces of rusticated limestone and ashlar panels 
accentuate the three bay facade, which consists of a central pavilion with projecting 
entrance porch and two end projecting pavilions. 

Behind the Robbins Memorial Town Hall and at the southwest corner of the 
district, is the Central Junior High School (1894). This two story brick and terra 
cotta structure combines the influences of a number of styles in its steeply-pitched 
slate roof and dormers, decorative terra cotta panels, brick bond patterns, and 
symmetry. The building is attributed to the Boston f i rm of Hartwell and Richardson. 

The remainder of the southern boundary of the district is defined by two 
mansard cottages, one of which has been 'modernized', and is contiguous to the 
New England Telephone Company's property. 
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S T A T E M E N T O F S I G N I F I C A N C E 

The Arlington Town Center District represents many aspects of the growth and 
development of the town. The area contains several architecturally distinguished 
structures, perhaps the most noteworthy of which are the Robbins Library and 
the Whittemore-Robbins House. William Whittemore's choice of site was entirely 
suitable for the house of a substantial industrialist because of its location at the 
intersection of the Concord Road which led to Cambridge and Lexington (Massa­
chusetts Avenue), the Old Watertown Road (Pleasant Street), Medford Street 
(Mystic Street), and Charlestown Street (Broadway). 

This site,because of its proximity to the intersection, has traditionally been the 
center of religious and civic activity — first as a part of the precinct of Cambridge, 
then as the town of Menotomy, and now as Arlington. The present First Parish 
Church stands on the site of three successive earlier meetinghouses, the first of 
which was erected in 1732. The Old Burying Ground adjacent to it has been used 
since the founding of the church and contains markers inscribed with the names 
associated with the founding fathers of Arlington. Robbins Memorial Town Hall 
was constructed on the site of an earlier meeting place which apparently functioned 
as Faneuil Hall does — that is with commerical space on the ground floor and a 
large meeting room on the second floor. 

Perhaps the most significant element of the district can be understood in terms 
of urban design. It is a good example of a heterogenous urban fabric, where owner­
ship and function are mixed but where the structures themselves are complementary 
in terms of scale and proportion. The areitfunctions as a buffer zone with a smooth 
transition between commercial structiu-es on the north side of Massachusetts 
Avenue and the domestic structures on the south side of Maple Street, only one 
block removed. Ample open space is provided in the form of the Memorial Garden, 
in which can be found several sculptures by th^^m^s Ifew England sculptor 
Cyrus Dallin. zA^^^^^'^ 
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HISTORIAN CÂ rsAi d>a,UU a tV-\d.V^̂ cv>JpW-

ARCHITECTURAL HISTORIAN 5^uie[ u^^-JUii<^ ^^Acj^exA^ UT^ ^n^oW fAic 

^ 9-/0-7A 
ARCHEOLOGIST 

REVIEW UNIT CHIEF 

7/17/7'/ 

BRANCH CHIEF 

KEEPER 

National Register Write-up 

Federal Register entry '^i^^'}'. 3 ^ 191*9-

Send-back 

Re-submit. 

Entered JUL 1 SIOM 

I N T - 1 5 3 8 - 7 3 

























y/aisar/msetts .AZt'itcyicat '^cminiiit'ctt 

5^ 
^9ZZCZZkv^ 3 y 

January 2, 1974 

National Register of Hist o r i c Places 
Department of the I n t e r i o r 
National Park Service 
18th and C Streets, N. W. 
Washington, D. C. 20240 

Attention Charles Herrington 

Dear Charles: 

Weston, ^/tass. 02^08 

CERTIFIED MAIL 

Enclosed i s the National Register nomination f o r : 
Middlesex County, Arlington, Arlington Town Center D i s t r i c t 

I t has been declared e l i g i b l e f o r submission by the Massachusetts H i s t o r i c a l 
Commission, the State Review Board, and has been signed by the Secretary 
of the Commonwealth, John F. X. Davoren, Chairman of the Massachusetts 
H i s t o r i c a l Commission and designated State Historic Preservation Officer. 

Sincerely, 

Elizabeth R. Amadon 
State Survey Director 
Massachusetts H i s t o r i c a l Commission 
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2 April 1975 

Mr. Charles Herrington, Chief . ' 
Registration /. 
National Register of Historic Places " , 
National Park Service -
U.S. Department of the Interior 
18th and C Streets, N.W. /. 
Washington, D.C. 20240 ' V : ' * 

Dear Charles: 

This l e t t e r i s to notify you that the First Unitarian Universalist 
Church of Arlington was destroyed by f i r e on the morning of March 7, 1975. 
The church was situated at the northeast corner of the Arling;ton Town 
Center Historic District on Massachusetts Avenue at Pleasart Street, 
•nie appropriate notation should be made on the Arlington Tovm Center 
Historic District nomination form (accepted for l i s t i n g on 7/18/74)• 

I have enclosed a newspaper clipping which relates the events of that 
morning. The congregation has several plans under consideration to 
replace the building. Please l e t me know i f you wish further information 
on this matter. 

Sincerely yoiirs, ., • . _ 

Elizabeth R. Amadon 
Executive Director 
Massachusetts Historical Commission 

ERA:pjj 



Burned Arlington church 
will be rebuilt, pastor says 

ouds First Parish Church steeple at height of fire which 
igton landmark yesterday. (Globe photo by Jack 

• 

By Frank Mahoney 
Globe Staff 

The First Unitarian Universalist 
Church of Arlington was destroyed 
yesterday by a fire which started at 
the base of its 181-foot wooden 
steeple and quickly spread through­
out the building. 

The historic church was the 
fourth to be built on the site in Ar­
lington Center since 1734. Dr. 
Charles Grady, the rector, said last 
night that rebuilding at or near the 
same site, the corner of Massachu­
setts avenue and Pleasant street, 
will probably begin within weeks. 

" I don't think anyone in town 
would want anything other than a 
church on this ground," he said. The 
blaze started about 9:45 a.m. Work­
men had been renovating the steeple 
for Bicentennial services next 
month. 

Cause of the fire is under inves­
tigation by the state fire marshal's 
oifice. Workmen told Dr. Grady cin 
electrical tool used for stripping 
paint may have started the fire. 

The flames quickly spread up the 
inner walls of the steeple, one of the 
tallest in New England. By the time 
firefighters arrived, Deputy Chief 
Robert KeUy said, "it was a mass of 
flames." 

For several hours it appeared the 
spire was going to topple, but an 
iron scaffolding surrounding it held 
it upright. Last night workmen with 
a giant crane began razing the 
steeple, after town building commis­
sioner William Libby said "a slight 
wind would topple it." 

Volunteer church school teacher 
Carla Petrowicz led 40 children from 
the church basement when she 
smelled smoke and heard a fire alarm 
in the church. An adjoining church 
school, parsonage and burial ground 
were undamaged. 

Firefighters from a dozen com­
munities assisted at the fire. 

The lire attracted hundreds of 
spectators. The steeple was consid­
ered one of the finest examples of 

Arlington's historic First Parish 
Church in 1972 Globe photo. 

colonial revival architecture in New 
England. It was built in 1871 after a 
toxando toppled another steeple. Its 
four-faced clock served as a time­
piece for townspeople for decades. 

The first church was built on the 
site in 1734. In 1775, as British 
troops marched,to Lexington for a 
clash with colonists, parishioners 
carred the silver communion service 
from the church and kept it in a 
woods for safekeeping. The same 
service was in use this year, and 
was unharmed in yesterday's fire. 

The white church was used as 
meeting place for many town orga­
nizations, including the historical 
society. Girl Scouts, and the Heights-
men Drum and Bugle Corps. 

Another fire destroyed a church 
on the site on New Year's Day, 1856. 
The church was rebuilt within a 
year. 

Dr. Grady said the congregation 
will meet this weekend to determine 
how the church can be rebuilt. 


