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1. Name of Property
historic name Varnum Building (Preferred name)

other names/site number United Building

2. Location -
street & number 401-405 Bridge Street : N /A ] not for publication
city, town Lowell i, N/A | vicinity
state Massachusetts code 025 county Middlesex code 017 zip code 01850
3. Classification
Ownership of Property Category of Property Number of Resources within Property
@ private @] building(s) Contributing Noncontributing
[ public-local [ district 1 buildings
[ ] public-State D site sites
I:I public-Federal [:] structure structures
[] object objects
1 0 Total
Name of related multiple property listing: Number of contributing resources previously
N/A listed in the National Register __ Q

4. State/Federal Agency Certification

As the designated authority under the National Historic Preservation Act of 1966, as amended, | hereby certify that this
nomination [:] request for determination of eligibility meets the documentation standards for registering properties in the
National Register of Historic Places and meets the procedural and professional requirements set forth in 36 CFR Part 60.
In my ppinion, the property X] ts [_ldoes not meet the National Register criteria. DSee continuation sheet.
Vﬂ /Um 7& 1 ol QAR A lol24(¢g

Signature of certifying official ( Date

State or Federal agency and bureau ¢+ -+e Historic Preservation Qfficer

In my opinion, the property [ Imeets [_]does not meet the National Register criteria. [ see continuation sheet.

Signature of commenting or other official Date

State or Federal agency and bureau

5. National Park Service Certification

[I,Bhe/reby. certify that this property is:
entered in the National Register. Mq@tﬂe e
[ ] see continuation sheet. ( A, OL/ /2-/7 & &y

[]determined eligible for the National
Register. D See continuation sheet.

[]determined not eligible for the
National Register.

[]removed from the National Register.
[Jother, (explain:)

r sl 5
6/0/ Signature of the Keeper Date of Action



6. Function or Use Varnum Building, Lowell, Massachusetts

Historic Functions (enter categories from instructions)
Domestic/multiple dwelling

Commerce/Trade/department store

/specialty store

/professional

Current Functions (enter categories from instructions)
Domestic/multiple dwelling

Commerce/Trade/department store

7. Description

Architectural Classification
(enter categories from instructions)

Queen Anne

Materials (enter categories from instructions)

foundation __stone

walls ___ wood: weatherboard

roof asphalt
other ____ cast-iron cresting

Describe present and historic physical appearance.

The Varnum Building, at the corner of Bridge and Third Streets, is an imposing
four-story wood-frame commercial structure with two stores on the first floor
and twelve apartments above. Although the Varnum Building, built in 1882, is
one of the oldest of the commercial buildings in this section of Centralville,
the surrounding residential neighborhood of Third Street and other side
streets contain a variety of single- and multi-family houses built as early as
the 1840s. The Third Street blocks adjacent to the Varnum Building contain a
number of modest gable-front houses from the 1840s, though several display

later Queen Anne derived modifications.

At least three later residential

structures on Third Street, Nos. 14, 16-22, and 24-26, were also built by the
Varnum brothers and, though altered, still show architectural features

identical to those in' the Varnum Building.

The Varnum Building is prominently located on the northern approach to the
Central Bridge crossing of the Merrimack River. This approach, Bridge Street,
curves slightly from the bridge alignment, exposing the corner of the building
to view as one travels north across the bridge. This exposure and the
building's architectural embellishment at the corner combine to make it the
landmark of commercial buildings in Centralville.

Approximately 36 by 93 feet in plan, the Varnum Building is basically
rectangular, with the western corner of the building, at Bridge and Third
Streets, clipped to allow @ full bay to be oriented toward the street

intersection and the Central Bridge.

This bay, flanked by paneled pilasters

which rise the full height of the building, and topped by a square tower with

a steep slate pyramidal roof, dominates the streetscape and is the most

readily visible feature of the building as one approaches from the river. At
the first-floor level the bay provides the entrance to the corner grocery

store. - Paired windows fill the bay in the three floors above. The -
second-floor windows are given emphasis with an elaborate window hood, clad in
scalloped slates, supported by -heavy ‘turned brackets, ‘and topped by intricate
iron cresting. These details are repeated elsewhere on the building, and are - °

also featured on the Varnum-built resi

properties.

dence on the adjacent Third Street

[X] see continuation sheet
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The building's principal facade is that facing Bridge Street. The 36-foot
long facade is four bays in width and dominated by the storefronts on the
first floor. The central entrance leads to a small vestibule and a flight of
stairs to the apartments on the upper floors. The store to the north, 405
Bridge Street, for many years was occupied as a real-estate office by the
building's owner, Leavitt R.J. Varnum. The storefront consists of a central
entrance flanked by large plate-glass windows above a paneled base. The
corner store, 401 Bridge Street, takes up the remainder of the facade (as well
as the corner bay and a portion of the Third Street elevation). Originally
occupied as a grocery store until World War I, it housed the drug store of
Raymond Webster until the late 1940s. Today it once again supplies groceries
and other items to the neighborhood. A major element of this elevation is the
decorative hood extending the full length of the shop fronts facing Bridge and
Third streets. Probably originally clad in scalloped slates, it matches in
almost all details the slated window hood noted on the second-floor corner
bay. Its most distinctive feature is its fully intact length of iron cresting
which lines the ridge. The slates have either been covered or replaced by
sheet metal. Turned brackets similar to those described above support this
hood. :

The facade of the upper floors is less embellished. Paneled pilasters mark
the vertical edges of the elevation, across the top of which runs a dentil
cornice beneath a paneled parapet. Large turned ball finials ornament parapet
pedestals at each corner. Four windows with heavy molded lintels pierce the
clapboard facade of each of the upper stories.

The long Third Street facade extends six bays between corner pilasters. At
the ground floor, two entrances are located at the Varnum Place end of the
facade. This was the location of a third storefront, removed about 1960.
Both are sheltered beneath slate-roof hoods identical to those noted above,
although the iron cresting is missing. The doorways themselves contain modern
panel doors. The first bay of the Bridge Street end of the facade continues
the storefront design noted on the adjacent elevation. On the upper stories,
all but the sixth bay consist of narrow paired windows, with 1/1 double-hung
sash beneath a common molded lintel. Fire escapes, probably installed about
1900, now link the central four bays. A rear seventh bay, facing the alley
and set back slightly from the 1ine on the adjacent bays, marks the location
of rear porches and built-in sheds, 1it on the three upper floors by smaller
narrow windows. These porches may originally have been open, lined with
railings.

continued
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On the interior, identical floor plans are used for the three upper floors,
with four apartments on each floor: two on the north side of the central
hall, and two on the south side. Much of the millwork remains intact,
including open stairways with their original balustrades. In the hallways,
match-board wainscots are employed. Door and window casings in the hallways
and principal rooms consist of reeded standing and running trim with raised
corner blocks. Casings and newel posts have similar design motifs.

In 1985-86, the Varnum Buildings was rehabilitated to the Secretary of the
Interior's Standards, and given a new coat of paint in contrasting colors.
The building was renamed the "United Building" after the development company,
and in the paneled parapet of the corner bay, the developers caused to be
inscribed, "United Building, 1882."
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Archaeological Description

While no prehistoric sites are recorded on the property it is possible that
sites are present. Al least six known sites are reported in close proximity
(within one mile) to the property. In general, however, the potential for
significant archaeological remains, either prehistoric or historic, seems low,

as a result of the small lot size and the fact that the building, which has a
full basement, covers nearly the entire lot.




8. Statement of Significance y

Certifying official has consudered the significance of thcs propeny in relatlon to other properties:
[Inationally [ statewide [Xlocally

Applicable National Register Criteria [x]A [ ]B [glc [ D

Criteria Considerations (Exceptions) [ JA [ 1B [Jc [Jo [Je [Jr [Oe

A of Significance (enter categories from instructions Period of Significance Significant Dates
5 2 v : eg ; 1882-1923 1882
—Architecture

—Commerxce

Culturagl Affiliation
N/A

igni Archlt t/Builder
Sugmﬁcﬁqtlzerson o

State significance of property, and justify criteria, criteria considerations, and areas and periods of significance noted above.

The Varnum Building in Lowell, a late 19th-century wood-frame commercial
building, possesses integrity of location, design, materials, workmanship, and
association. , The building is architecturally significant as an intact and
well-detailed late 19th-century commercial structure, unusually rich in
architectural detail. Slate tiles, iron cresting, elaborate turned brackets,
and a prominent corner tower make the building a visible landmark for this
part of the city of Lowell. The building is historically significant for its
associations with the economic life of Lowell. Its builders, Daniel and
Leavitt Varnum, who operated a real-estate office on the first floor, were
extensive real-estate promoters and developers in Centralville. As an intact
commercial storefront, it is today probably the oldest such example in this
section of Lowell. Its period of significance spans the years from the
building's construction in 1882 to 1923, when the building was sold by Leavitt:
Yarnum and the real estate office was closed The Varnum Building meets

Criteria A and C of the National Register of Historic Places at the local
level.

Centralville, originally part of the town of Dracut, became part of Lowell in
1857. It is a largely residential district on the north bank of the Merrimack
River, directly opposite the textile mills which were a major source of
employment for the inhabitants in Centralville. Bridge Street, which bisects
the Centralville area, has been a major thoroughfare to New Hampshire since
the 18th century. Today it is part of State Route 28 from Boston to New
Hampshire. Where the road crosses the .river (now the location of the Central
Bridge), a ferry had been established at least as early as 1735. In the
1760s,, the area passed into the hands of -Amos Bradley, a native of Haverhill,
who purchased a Jlarge farmstead, extend1ng eastward from Bridge Street to
Beacon Street, and from the river to Tenth Street. Bradley also acquired the
rights to the ferry, which his family operated until 1828.

[ﬂ See continuation sheet
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|:]See continuation sheet

Verbal Boundary Description

The nominated property occupies the city lot identifed on Lowell Assessor's
Map #176 as 401 Bridge Street.

[]see continuation sheet

Boundary Justification

The boundary includes the entire city lot that has historically been assaciated

with the property.

North of the Varnum Building is a store (405 Bridge Street) and south of the building
is 3rd Street. To the west lies Bridge Street and to the east is another building lot.

I:]See continuation sheet

11. Form Prepared By

nameftitle _Peter H. Stot, consultant, w/Harry L. Gorman and Betsy Friedberg, Nat'l. Reg. Dir.
organization Massachusetts Historical Commission date _May 1, 1988
street & number ___ 80 Boylston Street telephone __(617) 727-8470

city or town __Boston state _Massachusetts zip code _02116




NPS Form 10-900-a OMB Approvel No. 1024-0018
(s-80)

United States Department of the Interior
National Park Service

National Register of Historic Places
Continuation Sheet

Varnum Building
Lowell, Massachusetts

Section number __ 8  Page __!

In 1824, two years after the organization of the first of the Lowell cotton
mills, Joseph Bradley (son of Amos) and several Dracut residents organized a
company to build and operate a toll bridge at the site of the Bradley ferry.
The Central Bridge Company opened its new structure in 1828. Bradley sold
most of his 57-acre Centralville farm to the Central Bridge Company, and in
1831 the old farm was laid out for houselots, one of the earliest subdivisions
in the present-day city of Lowell. Forming a grid pattern, east-west streets
were named numerically, and north-south streets after trees. To distinguish
it from more outlying sections of Dracut, the area was named Centralville.

The proprietors offered to waive the bridge tolls to encourage the purchase of
houselots. However, until the tolls were completely eliminated in 1843,
development was slow. (Durfee).

Among the earliest to settle in Centralville was another Essex County native,
Moses M. Tuxbury (1792-1858). Born in Amesbury, he probably moved to
Centralville in the 1840s, constructing a house on the site of the present
Varnum Building. After Tuxbury's death, his widow remained in the house until
1882, when the property was sold at an auction, on May 9th of that year. The
purchasers, for $6,005, were Daniel and Leavitt R.J. Varnum. The Lowell
Morning Mail wrote that the bidding for the property was lively and commented
that the Tocation was "a good business center and will rapidly increase the
value under the enterprising hands of the purchasers" [Morning Mail 11 May
1882, p. 4]. The Morning Mail added that the Varnums were expected to remove
the old building and erect a business block on the property. “Somebody says
the Varnums are like the farmer who meant sooner and later to have 'all the
land which jined [sic] him'" [Lowell Morning Times 10 May 1882, p. 1].

The new building was evidently finished in the fall of 1882. By the third
week of September, the Lowell Sun wrote:

The Varnum Block, at the corner of Third and Bridge streets, is assuming
attractive proportions. It will be a credit to Centralville and a
monument to the enterprise of the projectors, Messrs. L.R.J. & D.H.
Varnum" [Lowell Weekly Sun 23 September 1882, p. 5].

Water Department records indicate that the building was connected to city
mains during the same month.

The Varnum Building became a landmark of the Centralville business district
and helped to define the growing neighborhood. Between 1870 and 1895, Lowell
more than doubled in size, growing from 40,928 to 84,367 persons, leading to
major expansion in the city's outlying districts. Centralville, on the

continued
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opposite bank of the Merrimack River from the Boott and Massachusetts textile
mills, housed a large proportion of mill operatives. From its opening in
1882, the Varnum Building became the center of the Varnum brothers' real
estate interests, with the north storefront occupied by their real-estate
business. Leavitt R. J. Varnum (1841-1926) and Daniel Hale Varnum (1845-1908)
were brothers, both born in Dracut and members of one of the most prominent
Dracut families, descendents of Samuel Varnum, who settled in Dracut in 1669.
The Varnum name is commonly encountered in both Dracut and Lowell. In 1874,
the brothers began a real-estate business in Centralville and began the
development of several large Centralville tracts of land. An 1897 history of
Lowell credits the growth of Centralville "in great measure ... to the
enterprise shown by the members of this firm" [I1lustrated History, p. 524].

I1lustrative of their role in the development of the region are several
residences on Third Street, also built by the firm. These include Nos. 14,
16-22, and 24-26 Third Street, directly behind the Varnum Building. These
multi-family dwellings, though now significantly altered, retain some of the
same architectural details used on the Varnum Building. Distinctive are the
elaborate entrance hoods with heavy, turned brackets. Another prominent
commercial/residential structure on Bridge Street built by the Varnum brothers
was a building known as the "Varnum Block" (now demolished). Completed in
1892 at the corner of Bridge and Sixth streets, the Varnum Block showed marked
similarities to the Varnum Building completed a decade before. The building
displayed six stores across the front with a center-hall entrance to
apartments above. In elevation, the building was also four stories in height
and repeated the corner tower motif, with towers on both Bridge Street
corners. In keeping with the prevailing architectural style, the 1892
building exhibited Queen Anne and Classical Revival details, including oriel
bays, swags, broken pediments, and urns. Drawings of the plan and elevation
(now in the State Archives) suggest that the same architect (unnamed) may also
have been responsible for the 1882 Varnum Building.

The south, or corner, storefront was for many years a grocery store, occupied
by a succession of grocers. The earliest appears to have been the McMonagle
brothers, George, Stephen, and David. All three were less than thirty years
old, when they died ("of consumption") within 2-3 years of opening the shop.
In 1890, Frank H. Cram advertised "choice groceries, flour, fine teas, coffee,
pure spices, etc.”" Cram was succeeded in the grocery trade by Clarence
Stevens, by 1910, James B. Arthur, and later George N. Stewart. In 1918 Ray
F. Webster opened a drugstore in the corner shop. Evidently Webster was more
successful than the sequence of grocers, and in 1923 Webster purchased the
building from Leavitt Varnum [Deed Book 693, p. 101]. Webster continued to

continued
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operate a drug store here, but for much of the period, the north office was
vacant. By 1930, eight of the nineteen apartments were also vacant, probably
a reflection of the declining economy. In 1941, another real-estate firm, F&M
Real Estate, acquired the building [Reg. Deed Book 32, p. 61]. Plunkett's

Drug Store occupied the corner shop for most of the two decades following
World War II.

Today the building is part of a general revitalization of Lowell that has
accompanied the establishment of the Lowell National Historical Park on the
opposite side of the river in 1978. The United Development Company purchased
the Varnum Building in 1985 and during the course of the succeeding two years
rehabilitated the structure to the Standards of the Secretary of the Interior.

The Varnum Building is significant both under Criterion A, for its association
with major real estate development in Centralville, and under Criterion C, as
a well-preserved example of a Queen Anne commercial building with tenements
above. Much of the original interior and exterior finish materials remain
intact, with the exception of shop interiors and the east shopfront.
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United Building (Varnum Building)
401-405 Bridge Street, Lowell, MA

Kevin Harkins, Photographer, June 14, 198:
219 Appleton Street, Lowell, MA

Photo number 1 of 3 - West Side

See elevations description G.
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United Building (Varnum Building)
401-405 Bridge Street, Lowell, MA

Kevin Harkins, Photographer,June 14, 1985
219 Appleton Street, Lowell, MA 01852

Photo number 2 of 3 - South Side
See elevations description G.
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United Building (Varnum Building)
401-405 Bridge Street, Lowell, MA

Kevin Harkins, Photographer, June 14,1985
219 Appleton Street, Lowell, MA 01852

Photo number 3 of 3 - South West
See elevations description G.
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October 21, 1988

Carol Shull

National Register of Historic Places ‘E‘vaﬁn
Department of the Interior

National Park Service ‘\“0\, A, \988
P.0. Box 37127

Washington, DC 20013-7127 “w“KN“AL

Dear Ms. Shull:

Enclosed you will find the nomination forms for the following properties:
Lowell, Varnum Building; 401-405 Bridge Street (HPCA # 10187MA)
Boston (Roxbury), Mount Pleasant Historic District

Northbridge, Linwood Mill Historic District; Linwood Avenue, Maple Court, Pine Court
(HPCA # 11131MA)
They have been voted eliglible by the State Review Board and have been signed by the
State Historic Preservation Officer. Owners were notified of pending State Review
Board consideration 30-75 days before the meeting and were afforded the opportunity to
comment. No comments have been received to date.

Sincerely,
@'Cf 611 b
Betsy Friedberg

National Register Director
Massachusetts Historical Commission

BF/bq

Enclosure

Massachusetts Historical Commission, Valerie A. Talmage, Executive Director, State Historic Preservation Officer
80 Boylston Street, Boston, Massachusetts 02116  (617) 727-8470

Office of the Secretary of State, Michael J. Connolly, Secretary



