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Set behind the head house's seven arches (third and fourth stories) is a concourse, 
the major elevation of which (north) is seven bays long and mimes the arrangement 
of the facade with seven blind arches. Flanking the central arch are two 
one-story entries with cans of acroteria and marine animals. End walls of 
the concourse each contain a central blind arch flanked by single windows. Trim 
of the arches, windows and doorways is of cast-stone. Other surfaces are of buff 
brick with bandings of lighter and darker bricks forming panels. The ceiling of 
the concourse is of exposed metal truss. 

Set behind the head house are three steel-truss and concrete sheds, which were 
originally separated by light wells and linked by covered walkways. The inner 
walls of these sheds have been removed and the original light wells have been 
buil t over to crease one large interior space. Original skylights have also 
been removed. 

\ 
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STATEMENT OF SIGNIFICANCE 

The Commonwealth Pier . possesses i n t e g r i t y of locat i o n , design, s e t t i n g 
and materials. H i s t o r i c a l l y , the pier b u i l d i n g i s s i g n i f i c a n t as the world's 
largest pier at the time of i t s construction and as the f i r s t construction 
project carried out i n coitimerclal development of the South Boston Flats. I n 
addition, the pier's head house i s one of Boston's major examples of Beaux Arts 
architecture. 

Planned as part of a vigorous campaign f o r the enlargement of Boston's port. 
Commonwealth Pier was b u i l t for the Directors of the Port of Boston, the f i r s t 
c i t y appointed authority of i t s type i n the United States, established i n 1911. 
Together with the neighboring Fish Pier, b u i l t i n 1914 to house the Boston Fish 
Market, the Commonwealth Pier brought about a re-juvenatlon of Boston's maritime 
interests and signalled the re-emergence of Boston as an important i n d u s t r i a l and 
commercial port i n the twentieth century. 

Following i t s completion, the Commonwealth Pier became the center of the American 
wool trade, handling the unloading of imported wool for New England's t e x t i l e 
industry. The pier also served as a Port of Entry for immigrants to the United 
States; the f i r s t passenger l i n e r s operating from the Commonwealth Pier were 
owned by the Hamburg-American Line, which brought immigrants to Boston from Germany 
and intermediate European ports. 

During World War I , the Pier S4:rved many of the major shipping lines displaced 
by New York's use as a naval s t a t i o n . I t was a Naval Supply Station during World 
Wars I and I I , and was used by the U.S. Army to land displaced persons from 1947-1949. 
During the early 1950's, the Pier was used to service passenger and cargo ships, but 
Pier business declined as a i r tra v e l grew and r a i l service diminished. Commonwealth 
Pier today i s owned and operated by the Massachusetts Fort Authority and i s used 
for large expositions, of f i c e s and short-term warehousing, and serves as Boston's 
only passenger ship terminal for lim i t e d steamship a c t i v i t y . 

As one of the two major examples of public Beaux-Arts architecture I n Boston {the 
other being the Low Service Pumping Station i n Chestnut H i l l ) , the Pier head house 
at the upper lev e l presents a monumental facade for fo o t , carriage, and motor t r a f f i c 
to the Pier. I t s strong classical elements are representative of the turn-of-the-
century styles of Boston's public architecture. The arcade i s reminiscent of other 
transportation centers i n the c i t y , most notably Union Station (1894, demolished 1927) 
and to some extent the s i m i l a r l y monumental but more s t y l i s t i c a l l y restrained South 
Station (1899, p a r t i a l l y demolished). Shepley, Rutan and Coolldgg, the prominent 
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Boston f i r m which designed these two stations, may also have been responsible 
for the design of the Pier head house, although no architect i s named i n contemporary 
Port Authority documents. 

The pier sheds and head house were constructed by H.P. Converse and Company under 
the supervision of Frank W. Hodgdon, City Engineer. The pier complex was planned 
to contain three transportation systems: rail,marine, and vehicle, i n one f a c i l i t y , 
a unique and e f f i c i e n t arrangement which resulted i n the Pier's pre-eminence as a 
passenger and f r e i g h t terminal. Freight t r a f f i c was r e s t r i c t e d to the outer shAds, 
which, at ground l e v e l , were served by r a i l r o a d tracks. A d i r e c t l i n e for f r e i g h t 
delivery was established l i n k i n g Commonwealth Pif;r w i t h other terminals throughout 
the South Boston area. A viaduct spans the tracks and trucking approaches to the 
Pier, connecting at the t h i r d story of the head house, where baggage and waiting rooms 
for passengers were located. From the Pier, passengers could be transported across 
the viaduct to nearby South Station, or could board trains d i r e c t l y from the lower 
l e v e l . The Pier's plan may have been influenced by the more elaborate system of 
levels and connecting ramps at Grand Central Station i n New York City. 
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August 10, 1979 

COMMONWEALTH OF MASSACHUSETTS 
Office of the Secretary of State 
294 Washington Street 
Boston, Massachusetts 
02108 
617-727-8470 

MICHAEL JOSEPH CONNOLLY 
Secretary of State . -vs. 

REGIST.EB 
Mr. Ronald Greenberg, Acting Chief 
Registration Brancli 
Office of Arclieology and Historic Preservation 
Heritage Conservation and Recreation Service 
440 G Street KW 
V/ashington, D.C. 20243 

Dear f-lr. Greenberg: 
Enclosed you w i l l f ind the following nomination foinis: 

Boston Commonwealth Pier Five 
Beverly Beverly Depot 
Newton Winslow-Haskell Mansion . . 

A l l of these properties have been voted e l ig ible by the State Re\aew Board 
and signed by the State Historic Preser\'ation Officer . Please note that tlie 
oivners of Commonwealth Pier Five have applied for a grant under the 
Mjiritime Preservation Gî ant Program, 

Sincerely youi-s, 

dir is t i r ie Boulding 
Survey Dii'ector 
Massachusetts Historical Commission 

end . 
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Boston firm which designed these two stations, may also have been responsible 
for the design of the Pier head house, although no architect is named in contemporary 


