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f4, OWNER OF PROPERTY 
OWNER'S N AME: 

Newburyport Redevelopment A u t h o r i t y 

STREET AND NUMBER: 

55 Pleasant S t r e e t 
CI TY OR TOWN: 

Newburyport 01950 

STATE: 

Massachusetts 25 
5. L O C A T I O N O F L E G A L D E S C R I P T I O N 

C O U R T H O U S E , R E G I S T R Y O F D E E D S , E T C : 
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C I T Y O R T O W N : 
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T I T L E O F S U R V E Y : 

Inventory o f the H i s t o r i c Assets 
D A T E O F S U R V E Y : 1 9 g g • Federa l E State • County Q L o c a l 

D E P O S I T O R Y F O R S U R V E Y R E C O R D S : 

Massachusetts H i s t o r i c a l Commission, O f f i c e o f the Secretary 

S T R E E T A N D N U M B E R : 

s t a t e House 

C I T Y O R T O W N : 

B o s t o n 
S T A T E : 

Massachusetts 
CODE 

25 



\ 7 . DESCRIPTION 

CONDITION 

(Check One) 

• E x c e l l e n t • Good • F a i r De te r i o ro ted • Ru ins • Unexposed 

(Check -One ) 

• A l t e r e d [ 3 U n a l t e r e d 

( C h e c k One) 

• Moved g Or ig i r .o l Si te 

D E S C R I B E T H E P R E S E N T A N D O R I G I N A L ( i f k n o w n , ) P H Y S I C A L A P P E A R A N C E 

The U. S. Custom House i n Newburyport i s located on a deep, narrow l o t 
on the f r i n g e of the c i t y ' s c e n t r a l business d i s t r i c t and i n s i g h t of the 
Merrimack River and the Newburyport Harbor. As i s usual w i t h most small 
b u i l d i n g s o f the Neo-Cla,fesical s t y l e , the Custom House i s almost w i t h o u t 
e x t e r i o r embellishment.'' The two-story (plus basement) rectangular b u i l d i n g 
has r e g u l a r ashlar w a l l s of gray g r a n i t e ; the corner p i l a s t e r s are dressed 
g r a n i t e blocks l a i d up as quoins. A simple 'fiisean e n t a b l a t u r e extends around 
the b u i l d i n g , surmounted by an unornamented pediment a t each of the two gable 
ends. The low-pitched r o o f i s broken only by four c e n t r a l chimneys w i t h cor­
beled caps; a sho r t span o f metal r o o f - c r e s t i n g connects the chimneys. 

The main facade o f the Custom House i s three bays wide. To emphasize 
the a x i s . M i l l s has p r o j e c t e d the middle bay s l i g h t l y from the w a l l and has 
pe r m i t t e d t h i s p r o j e c t i o n t o run through the p r i n c i p a l e n t a b l a t u r e . This 
creates a p a v i l l i o n a t the center o f which i s a one s t o r y entrance porch. 
Two u n f l u t e d columns, composed of elements o f both the Doric and Tuscan 
orders, support an en t a b l a t u r e which repeats on a smaller scale t h a t of the 
main b u i l d i n g . Unadorned rectangular panels, recessed i n t¥o stages, are 
centered between the f i r s t and second s t o r y windows of the f l a n k i n g bays. 

The i n t e r i o r of the Custom House i s constructed o f g r a n i t e and b r i c k w i t h 

prominent arches and a v a u l t e d v e s t i b u l e . 
Though s t r u c t u r a l l y sound, the Newburyport Custom House has been allowed 

to d e t e r i o r a t e and re q u i r e s extensive r e s t o r a t i o n . There are no basic f a c i ­
l i t i e s such as he a t i n g , plumbing or e l e c t r i c a l f i x t u r e s . Doors and windows 
e i t h e r are missing or are i n d i l a p i d a t e d c o n d i t i o n . The Newburyport H i s t o r ­
i c a l Commission proposes t o r e s t o r e the b u i l d i n g and improve the s i t e a f t e r 
which the Newburyport Maritime Society hopes t o use the Custom House as a 
maritime museum r e f l e c t i n g the importance o f the p a r t i c u l a r b u i l d i n g and the 
s i g n i f i c a n c e of the c i t y as a p o r t i n the 18-th and 19-th c e n t u r i e s . 
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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 U. S. Custom House b u i l t i n Newburyport i n 1834-35, one of fi v e sue 
port f a c i l i t i e s known to be extant i n Massachusetts, i s one of two buildings 
i n the state designed by Robert M i l l s , the f i r s t architect of international 
reputation both born and trained i n America. M i l l s supervised the construc­
t i o n of the building himself.and, i n i t s austere geometry, i t i s an excel­
lent example of his bold and simple handling of the Neo-Classical forms. I r 
1836, M i l l s was appointed by President Andrew Jackson to a position which 
architect l a t e r described as "Architect of Public Buildings." In that o f f i c 
he was to use a style similar to that of the Custom House, but on a more 
monumental scale, i n his plans for the Treasury (1836), the Old Post Office 
(1839) and the Patent Office (1839), the three most important buildings to 
constructed i n Wasington aft e r the Capitol and the "President's House." Thv4s 
linked by i t s form to these major ar c h i t e c t u r a l works, the Newburyport Cus­
tom House i s , at the same time, d i r e c t l y related i n i t s function to the mari­
time history of the famous port i n which i t stands. 

Collection of duties on merchandize imported through Newburyport had 
begun i n 1789. Following the construction of the Custom House, receipts at 
the port reached a maximum i n 1875 and 1876; more than $100,000 was collect 
each year, largely i n duties on sugar and molasses imported from the West 
Indies by the f i r m of Bayley and Sons. I t i s estimated that during i t s 
half century career, t h i s f i r m paid the government, through the Newburyport 
Custom House, more than $3,000,000 i n duties. The fir m of Bayley and Sons 
dissolved i n 1877 and after that time the p r i n c i p a l revenue of the Custom 
House was from soft coal from the provinces, occasionally a cargo of molasses 
or an invoice of tea i n bond. 

The volume of maritime trade handled through Newburyport declined stead­
i l y u n t i l the cost of maintaining the Custom House exceeded the annual incon^e 
from duties and the o f f i c e of collector of customs carried with i t l i t t l e 
compensation other than i t s t i t l e . I n the summer of 1^10, operations at the 
Custom House were closed. Eventually the old granite building was sold to 
private owners and, since that time, has been used for various purposes. 
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E N T R Y N U M B E R 

7/ op. c>(pc>J ^At 
I. NAME 

C O M M O N : U.S. Custom House 
A N D / O R H I S T O R I C : 

|2. LOCATION 

u 
S T R E E T A N D N U M B E R : 

u 25 Water S t r e e t 
C I T Y O R T O W N : 

DS N e w b u r y p o r t 01950 

1 - S T A T E : C O D E C O U N T Y : C O D E 

«/> Mass. 25 Essex 009 
3. MAP REFERENCE 

lU 

S O U R C E : 

U.S .Geological Survey Newburyport West Mass-N.H^^cTQ 1 \]() 
1:24,000 
1952 
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Market Square Historic District Essex County, fJassachusetts 

U.S. Custoas House Essex County, Massachusetts 
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Uait«4 Statas Senate . 
*«Easijiofton., D. C, 

Dear Scrsator Kansedys 

Wfe are plaasea t o infona you that the h i s t o r i c t roper t l e s l i s t e d on 

tto« efjclomure Jiav» bean noiaiswited by the State i.iaisoB O f f i c e r 

appoia^te*! by the Govferfior f o r the ixcleiaentAtien of the Hatl<3nai . -

ai^toriC' FT«x®rvatiori J'ro^rsa i n .Haseachua^jtta arid iiave Le«i5 eritsr«<J ' 

i n t o the Matioaai S^gister «f f : i» to r i c Places- Senator Edvarfi 

Brooke aifyS Rfcpr*8entativ« .Michael J . Jiarrinftoi* have «iiiK> fc>e«ii , 

jrovidert w i t h t h i s infors ia t ion . iiy copy o f t h i s l e t t e r , the State 

Liaiaaa O f f i c e r , Son. John F. X. E>6Vor«a, Secretary of the 

Co^envmaltli, Chaitwan, fla»8aclrat««tt« i ' . i a tor ica l Comsission, O f f i c e 

of the Secretary, state iJouse, iioaton, i^aseackusetts oai33, has likowise hm^a. 

n o t i f i c f l * A l e a f l e t explaini t ig the fsatisnal RtHjiater i s siisjclessd. 

Sincerely yoara, * 

EfiClOSUTfiS 

Entered i » the Katioaai Jf^aister 

Dlrf tc tor 

TEB 2 5 197! 

c c Hon. John F. X. Davoren, Secretary of the Coamonweaith, Chiairman, 

Massachusetts H i s t o r i c a l Commission, Office of the Secretary, State Kouse, 
Boston, Massachusetts 02133 

Also n o t i f i e d : Hoji- Edward W. Brooke 
United States Senate 
Ifashinaton. D. C. 

Hon. Michaol J. Harrington 
House of Representatives 
Kashirigton, D. C. 
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Newburyport Maritime Society, Inc. 
Box 306 - Newburyport, Mass. 01930 

U.S. C U S T O M H O U S E 
1 8 3 4 

July 1, 1976 

Dr. W i l l i a m Murtagh 
Keeper of the National Register 
National Park Service 
I n t e r i o r Department 
18th 8 C Streets 
Washington, D. C. 20240 

Dear Dr. Murtagh: 

The Newburyport Custom House which was b u i l t i n 
1835 and designed by Robert M i l l s , was r e s t o r e d by the 
Newburyport Maritime Society i n 19 71-1974 as a maritime 
museum and i s l i s t e d on the N a t i o n a l Register of H i s t o r i c 
Places. 

We r e c e n t l y re-opened f o r our second season and have 
had nearly a thousand v i s i t o r s so f a r . We are o f t e n asked 
questions about the Custom House and i t s a r c h i t e c t , Robert 
M i l l s , some of which we are not able t o answer. 

Therefore, we would appreciate your .sending us a l l 
the h i s t o r i c a l and a r c h i t e c t u r a l i n f o r m a t i o n t h a t i s 
a v a i l a b l e on the Newburyport Custom House and i t s a r c h i t e c t , 
Robert M i l l s . I f p o s s i b l e , we would l i k e copies of the 
a r c h i t e c t ' s drawings, plans, the o r i g i n a l use of the various 
rooms and whatever other i n f o r m a t i o n t h a t you may have. 

Your assistance and help on t h i s p r o j e c t w i l l be grate­
f u l l y appreciated. 

Sincerely yours, 

H. Patterson Hale, J r . 
Restoration Fund Treasurer 

P. S. Enclosed i s a copy of our v i s i t o r s ' "Guide t o the 
Custom House Maritime Museum of Newburyport". 

HPH/m 
Enc. 
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Gk/cfe to the 
CUSTOM HOUSE MARITIME MUSEUM of NEWBURYPORT 

COAST GUARD HALL 
Mural of waterfront, 1791, when 
first revenue cutter Massachusetts 
built, making Newburyport of f i ­
cial birthplace of Coast Guard. 
Illuminated lighthouse lens; line 
gun and life-saving gear; ship's 
wheel, engine-room telegraph. 

OFFICE OF 
COLLECTOR OF CUSTOMS 

19th-century stove, safe, strong­
box, desk, chairs; rum barrels, tea 
chests. Portraits of sea captain 
members of Newburyport Marine 
Society (founded 1772); Society's 
charter, other memorabilia. 

CUTTER "MASS/ICHUSETTS" 

BIRTHPLACE Of U. i . COAST GUAM) 

Restrooms downstairs. 

Built 1835 of fireproof granite and masonry in the Classic Revival style char­
acteristic of Robert Mills, National Architect of public buildings. Headquarters 
for collection of custom duties on foreign cargos and registry of newly-built 
vessels. As foreign trade into Newburyport declined, and shipbuilding slowed 
to a halt by 1900, the Custom House fell into disuse. Sold by Federal govern­
ment in 1913; used for hay storage, as a shoe factory, and finally as a junk 
shop. Acquired in 1968 by Newburyport Redevelopment Authority as part of 
the downtown historic renewal district. Listed on National Register of Historic 
Places; restored by Newburyport Marit ime Society 1971-1974 as a museum 
to preserve and present the maritime heritage of the Merrimack Valley; 
opened to public )une 29, 1975. 

FIRST FLOOR PLAN 

^ BROWN GALLERY 
"Shipbuilder's Loft" with half-hull 
models of ships built on Merri­
mack River, 1690 to 1900. Ship­
wright's tools (broadaxe, adze, 
augers), sailmaker's palms, blocks, 
trunnel-pegged ship's timber. 

4 i BRUSH GALLERY 
"Captains' Wait ing-room" with 
sea-going gear: seachests and 
chart chests; maps, quadrants, 
telescopes, compasses, speaking 
trumpets, lanterns, spirit and 
medicine chests. 

ENTRANCE 

Take the granite 
'hanging staircase' 

to the SECOND FLOOR 

(Guide continued on reverse side.) 



SECOND FLOOR PLAN 

MOSELEY GALLERY 
Our "Far East HalP'of souvenirs 
collected by local seafarers on 
wor ldwide voyages in the 1800s: 
foreign ship models, Buddhist 
statues, Bengali figurines, Malayan 
daggers. Oriental sandals and slip­
pers, scrimshaw, giant clam shell. 

S T A I R S ^ 
From 
First 
floor 

MARQUAND LIBRARY 1^ 
Logbooks, documents of foreign 
trade and shipbuilding; furniture, 
paintings, and personal momentos 
of John P. Marquand, Pulitzer-
Prize-winning novelist and histor­
ian of local eccentric, 'Lord' T im­
othy Dexter. 

I T 

I 8 

I 
BAKER GALLERY 

Exposed brick walls reveal Archi­
tect Robert Mil ls' style of vaulted 
construction; bone model, ship-
of-the-line, c. 1800. 

BUSHEE GALLERY 
A "Federalist Salon": Colonial 
portraits; imported and American 
furniture, locally-made 'tall clock'; 
swords and relics of Capt. Moses 
Brown, Revolutionary hero. 

The CUSTOM HOUSE MARITIME MUSEUM at 25 Water Street, 
in the restored Federalist business district of downtown Newburyport, 
Massachusetts is open to the public seven days a week, May 29 through 
September 6 and on weekends during the Fall months. 

HOURS: Monday through Saturday, 11 am to 5 pm; Sundays, 2 pm to 5 pm 

ADMISSION: Adults, $1.00; aged 12 to 18, 50?; under 12, free when accompanied 
by an adult 

For group rates and special tours when the Museum is not open to the public, call 
1-617-462-8681 — or write the Newburyport Maritime Society, P. O. Box 306, New­
buryport, Mass. 07950. 

U.S. CUSTOM HOUSE 




