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DESCRIBE THE PRESENT AND ORIGINAL (IF KNOWN) PHYSICAL APPEARANCE

In 1965, Historic American Buildings Survey, recorded the major building on
the site.

The Main Building (Biddle Hall)

The front parallels Grays Ferry Avenue and is 385 feet in length with a
central portion 142 feet wide by 135 feet deep. The plan is symmetrical
with an octastyle portico with two lateral dormitory wings and a domed
rear chapel (56 feet square). ‘There are verandas or piazzas on the wings"
back and front designed to allow the maximum light and air into the struc-
ture. Two staircases flank the central interior hall which extends from
the main entrance to the chapel area in the rear. A setries of four rooms
each immediately flank the main entrance, lateral passages lead through
the dormitory wings to end pavillions (later sitting rooms) and rear
privies. Flanking the chapel are four rooms: two infirmaries, one
apothecary and one surgeon's office. The basement plans were similar
with kitchen and dining facilities.

The- alterations include: 1833 marble facade added on Schuylkill elevation,
1842 division of the building into the northern half (Asylum and Naval
school), the southern wing into a hospital. This partition was removed in
1844, 1In 1848 the ceiling and windows were altered (Gilchrist gives 1870
as the date). 1In 1868, the new hospital outbuilding was added by

John McArthur, Jr.

The floors are of brick and the construction fireproof. The master
mason was John Struthers who had worked with Strickland on the Second
Bank and the Merchants Exchange. Materials included granite ashlar
foundations, gray marble walls and a brick kitchen wing. The portico,
columns and graceful stairway are all of Pennsylvania Marble. The rear
verandas are supported by 88 cast iron columns on granite piers. The
roof is hipped and the cornices and eaves are also marble.

The interior rooms are individual cubicles, seven by nine feet, each with
a window--one of the problems in restoration--two of these cells joined
together do not meet State codes for space.

Biddle Hall is surrounded by a granite wall with a cast iron fence on
Gray Ferry Avenue--brick fences on the other sides.

Governor's Residence

Also designed by Strickland in 1844, the structure which matches the
Surgeon's house has a symmetrical front (east) with a two-story veranda.
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STATEMENT OF SIGNIFICANCE

The commission to design the Naval Asylum came to William Strickland in

1826 because of his great success; the Second Bank of the United States in
Philadelphia (1818-1824) which had established his reputation as one of the
leading architects of the Nation. The Naval home was not a Parthenon but a
Greek facade wedded to a structure that had to be utilitarian, to serve as

a home and hospital for retired seamen. This complex also served as the
first formal Naval Training School until 1845 when Annapolis became its
permanent home. This complex was one of Strickland's outstanding commissions
and it remains of one the most important of Philadelphia's masterpieces.

Originally a small house belonging to the Pembertons stood on this tract.
"The Plantation" was deeded to the Abbott family who sold the house and a
24 acre lot to the United States Navy in 1826 for $16,000. The design was
begun in 1826 by William Strickland who was supervising architect for the
Federal Government at that time and for which he was paid a retainer of
$12,000 per year. The original drawings are in the National Archives along
with the contracts and correspondence and indicate that William Strickland's
younger brother, George, had also submitted drawings. To. appease him,
George was appointed Clerk of the Works at a salary of $600 per annum.
Strickland's connections with the structure ended in 1829, but the building
was not finished until 1833. He began making required alterations to the
building in 1842 "at the request of the Secretary of the Navy who wanted
the building divided into two parts, one for a hospital and the other for
the retired seamen's asylum, Later, in 1844, he was commissioned to

design and superintend the construction of two houses on the grounds of
the Naval Home, one for the Governor and the other for the Medical Officer.
These houses are still in use and in good repair.'l

The Naval Home has been compared with the New Orleans Mint (Talbot
Hamlin, p. 70) but has been described as the more imaginative of the two
buildings. They both use the Ionic order on the eight columned portico.
The chief merit of this hospital lies "in the bold way in which this

1Gilchrist, Agnes Addison. ‘William Strickland, Architect and Engineer,

 1788-1844, Da Capo Press, New York 1969, p. 14.
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Greek Revival in style, they have ample interior spaces with fine details.
There is a central corridor with a double parlor on the south and a

sitting room and dining room on the north. There is a two room kitchen
section at the north rear. On the second floor are bedrooms reached by

the central stair. Some of the kitchen facilities have been modernized and
a bath to the front central room on the second floor. There is a cellar
with crawl space--there is also space under the hipped roof. This structure
is approximately 99.4 feet deep by 47 feet wide and 29.2 feet from ground

to cornice. The foundations are coursed granite ashlar and the walls are

of concrete faced brick.

Surgeons Residence

Very similar in construction and proportions to the Governor's residence,
this matching structure is situated to the South of the main building with
its central axis running southeast to northwest towards Grays Ferry
Avenue. It differs only in its later alterations: the main stairway was
enclosed when the residence was converted to a two-family dwelling,

bath rooms were added to the first and second floors and the kitchen was
modernized in the 1960's. Both houses have handsome ornamented cast iron
with naval motifs; ropes, anchors and dolphins.

These two small residences are very simple in basic design, but extremely
gracious.

The entire complex is not only one of Strickland's outstanding statements
in the Greek Revival style but it represented the most advanced
architectural thinking using new materials (cast iron) then thought to be
virtually fireproof.
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powerful central block is combined with the ward wings and in the tall slim
porches which line them. Here the problem has controlled: the desire for
outside balconies off every ward, (a prophetic use of open-air hospital bed
space, which held true for the naval hospitals both of Mills and Strickland,
but was forgotten in much private hospital work until very recently) has
been the governing element in the design, and Strickland has succeeded in
merging into one integrated whole the monumentality of the central entrance
motif and the functional delicacy and openness of the wings.'?

In the 1870's the roof was raised and dormer windows added for more space.
John McArthur, Jr., the architect of Philadelphia's City Hall, designed an
addition of a small, more modern hospital facility to the complex. This
structure is not well maintained today.

By September of 1976, the United States Navy will remove its personnel to a
new facility in Gulfport, Mississippi and the property will become GSA
Surplus. The buildings are 140 years old but the skylights are in place,
the great domed chapel is in good repair and with different railings the
great, unsupported stone staircase could be dramatic again.

2Hamlin, Talbot. Greek Revival Architecture in America, Dover Press,
N. Y. 1944, p. 70.
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Board of Revision of Taxes, Tax Assessors Books. code number 05-4-0559

Starting at 24th Street and Bainbridge Street, 57 feet south along 24
Street to Gray's Ferry Avenue then southwest along Gray's Ferry Avenue,
1,295 feet, then northwest 1,010 feet to Schuylkill Avenue then
northeast along Schuylkill Avenue 791 feet to Bainbridge Street, then
east on Bainbridge Street 1,362 feet to 24th Street.
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