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United States Custom House, (U.S. Custom House, Baltimore
City Customs House)

Architectural Survey File

This is the architectural survey file for this MIHP record. The survey file is organized reverse-
chronological (that is, with the latest material on top). It contains all MIHP inventory forms, National
Register nomination forms, determinations of eligibility (DOE) forms, and accompanying documentation
such as photographs and maps.

Users should be aware that additional undigitized material about this property may be found in on-site
architectural reports, copies of HABS/HAER or other documentation, drawings, and the “vertical files” at
the MHT Library in Crownsville. The vertical files may include newspaper clippings, field notes, draft
versions of forms and architectural reports, photographs, maps, and drawings. Researchers who need a
thorough understanding of this property should plan to visit the MHT Library as part of their research
project; look at the MHT web site (mht.maryland.gov) for details about how to make an appointment.

All material is property of the Maryland Historical Trust.

Last Updated: 03-10-2011
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The interior has suffered one major alteration: the oriczinally open lobby
has had its well floored ove: and its staircases enclosed. Mo other mejor |
structural changes have occurre!. Except for the loss of fine s:panal effect
in the lobby (tie well rose to tre fourth floor), the building is mxch as it!
_w:l:- Broad marvle steps lesd from the entrance to the main floor looby. The
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! The United States Qustam House in Baltiz ~e is an eiceptionally distinzuish-
&l exaimple of BeauxrArvs architecture, that is, a style which reflected the
basic tenets of thé Ecole des Beaux Arts i~ Paris, the model for the develop-
ment and d*rection of architectural schoo.s throughout the United States in
the 19th and early 20th century. The Beaux Ar:s manner emphasizes a highly
ordered, formal plan, axial symmetry, momuaentality and classicistic (Roman
and Renaissance} spacial relationships and details. Noteworthy for its hand-
sane design, suave proportions, superb workmanship, ans famous ceiling paint-
ing, the Baltimore Custar House was built frum 1503 through late 1907 from
plans by Homblower and Marshall, a Washington, D. Ci fim sed of
Joseph C. Hormblower (1348-1908) an. John Rush Magehall (1851-1327). Homn-
blower matriculdted from the Ecole des Beaux-Arts in Paris in 1871. Both
men were Fellows of the American Institute of Architects. The Custom House
{ is not only a particularly refined and sub . _estrained design, it is also
a fine exemplar of the integral blending ot .rt and architccture thar flour-
ished briefly in America apmund the turn of the cemtury. The Call Roos
ceiling by Francis Davis Millet (1846-1912) is geuerally ackno~ledged to be
the masterpiece of that impertant American artist. Millet's decorative pro-
graa fur the Call Room represents, not only an aesthetic success of maior
significance in the history of American sural painring but also a carefully
recearched and accurately ¢ picted visual history of the Evolution of Mavi-
gation. Ironically, Miller, who passicna m=ly loved ships, perished in the
Titanic disaster in 1912. The Custom Hor<e is unaltered, except for the en-
closure of the mejestic staircas~s and lobby well, and magnificently illus-
trates the finest workeanshuip ami building materials of its era. It stands
on the site of Latrobe's earlier Custom House and withstood the ravages of
the Great Baltimor: Fire of 1904. It was designated Historic by Commissioner
of Custamc Mvies J. Ambrise on Jamuary 18, 1977. From Decesber 2, 1907 until
1953 it served as the Custom house. Since that tume Selective Service per-
sonnel have occupied the building.
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Y. DESCRIVTION

now onclosed. are marble and have fine ormamental ivon railings capped wirh
hrass, Thev risc avound open wells in three mms to each Tioor. Lateral
orridors run north and south froem the lobby ares and give access to orfices.
The upper Tlours are simiiar in pian. The attic (tfitth) fioor hotses mech-
anteal equipment and storage areas. The office floors have marble floors and
dadoes witn plaster walls and ceilings with plaster comices.

!-

Upposite the entvance and entered fiom the lobby is the great plory of the
interior, the Call Room. This lofty chamber has 19st 11s original grille-
topped marble counters and is now lighted by a suspended »id of fluorescent
fixtures that makes the ceiling hard ro view, bur 1t is oenerwise imalteved.
The walls are articulated by paired Roman Ionic pilasters suprorting an en-
tabiature with paneled fricze. Above the entablature is a de<p paneled cove
tiecring the transition from the cuter perimeter to the central ceiling

panel measuring 63" x 30'. Ihe main ceiling tears a mainting titled "Entering

darbour.” The panels of the cove and frieze, and five lunettes on the east
wall, together with the border ¢ the cenrral ceiling panel conta:in ::rt:r nzs
depicring the evclution of navigation. The main ceiling panel shows a fleet
of ter =ailing vessels - ships (including a whajer), borks, a barhentine. a
brig, and a schooner entering harber on a hasy dav. The series of panels and
lunettes shows abour 125 historic vessels ranging in size frog a gondola to a
North Atlantic Liner and in period from ancient Zgyp:i to ~he then latest
marv2l of marine architecture and enyincer_ng, the turbihe-driven .M. 5.
Mauretania of 1907 {accomp nied bv Mr. J.P. Morgan's vach:z, Corvsaif). These
paintings arc gererally acknowledzed to constitute the r..a-.-*evmt.ece ct the
noted American artist Francis D. Millet, one of the principal muralists of
his day.
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| elevations are composed of a rusticated basement or ground floor carryving a

DESCRIBE THE PRESENT AND ORIGINAL (il known) PHYSICAL APPEARANCE

.The United States Custom House in Baltimore is free-standing on a site bound-

ed by South Gay Strect, East Lombard Street, Water Strect and a parking lot .
running west to Conmeice Street. It is a granite structure measuring 252'8" )
(13-bay east front) by 139'6" (7-bay north and south elevations). The very 1
thick exterior walls are bearing members, but the structural system also utis
lizes steel frame construction. Above a low base course, the three principal
three-story high engaged colonnade of unfluted Roman Jonic order supporting
a full entablature crowned by a balustrade. Visually, the ground floor acts
as a podium for the order. The entablature and balustrade conceal an attic |
floor and low roof. The ground-floor windows are heavily barred. Those of

the main floor are more elaborately composed than the others, suggesting a

piano nobile, although there is little if any actual variation in the height
of the floors above the ground floor. The main floor windows are frented by

balustrades having square balusters, as does the roof balustrade also. Console-

supported alternating segmental and triangular pediments crown the main floor
windows, which are headed by Mannerist panels. The corners of the building
are rusticated. The stylistic treatment of the exterior is a restrained vers
sion of 16th century Italian Renaissance precedent with certain Mannerist

details. Although the Custom House appears from three sides to be rectangular,

it is in fact U-shaped, having a rear courtyard flanked by north and south
wings whose three-bay west ends are identical in design with the other ele-
vations. The remarkable feature of the west, or rear, elevation is the pav-|
ilion that occupies most of the court. Above a rusticated basement, or greund
floor, the pavilion (which houses the Call Room) rises the height of two full
stories to enclose the lofty chamber within. The hip roof is copper-sheathad
relatively high. The west wall has five bays, the end walls having three !
bays each. These walls.are designed as archades without any columar order. |
The measurements of the pavilion are 97'6" x 64'6", and it is attached to the
west wall of the main block only by a ligature containing the passage from
the main lobby to the Call Room, thus being, in effect, free-standing. The
exterior is ornamented by sea monsters, shells and grotesque masks carved
in the intractable granite of the window spandrels with great skill., As
much care was taken with the design of the rear elevation as with those
fronting the streets. The main (front) entrance on Gay Street is centered
and projects slightly from the facade plane. The sill is eight steps above
grade, the steps being flanked by plinths bearing iron lamp standards of :
Baroque design with lamps resembling 18th-century ship's stern lanterns. The
doors are flanked by paneled pilasters headed by Roman Doric capitals ornma-
mented by masques. The doors themselves have iron grille-work. There are

minor entrances on Lombard and Water Streets. The exterior has not undergene

any alterations or modifications .of any significance. l

The interior has suffercd one major alteration: the originally open lobby !
has had its well floored over and its staircases enclosed. No other major |
structural changes have occurred. Except for the loss of fine spatial effect
in the lobby (the well rose to the fourth floor), the building is much as it!
was. PBroad marble steps lead from the cntrance to the main floor letsy. Tos
marble floor is iniaid with a brass compass desian below the former well.

The walls are pancled with variegated marble 2t the entrance. The steircas
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7. DESCRIPTION

now enclosed, are marble and have fine ornamental iron railings capped with
brass. They rise around open wells in three runs to each floor. Lateral
corridors run north and south from the lobby area and give access to offices.
The upper floors are similar in plan. The attic (fifth) floor houses mech-
anical equipment and storage areas. The office floors have marble flcors and
dadoes with plaster walls and ceilings with plaster cornices.

Opposite the entrance and entered from the lobby is the great glory of the
interior, the Call Room. This lofty chamber has lost its original grille-
topped marble counters and is now lighted by a suspended grid of fluorescent
fixtures that makes the ceiling hard to view, but it is otherwise unaltered.
The walls are articulated by paired Roman Ionic pilasters supporting an en-
tablature with paneled frieze. Above the entablature is a deep paneled cove
effecting the transition from the outer perimeter to the central celllng
panel measuring 63' x 30'. T}fe—manrcellmgnbears d painting titled "Entering
TH—=The -panels-of-the Cove and frieze, and five lunettes on the eastj
W ]1,“‘tDTZETh81‘*\’Jth the-border-of-the- ce‘lt‘rai "ceiling panél contain Taintings
deplctmg_‘ghe evolution of navigation. _The main’ ce111ng .panel-shows a fleetd

Gf ten_sailing vessels - ships- (mcludmg a whaler), barks, a barkentine,-a__

unettes shows about 125 hlStOTlC vessels ranging in size {rom a 901'013 to-a
-North-Atlantic Liner_and in périod from ancient Egypt to the then 1la uez‘. o
.-‘n:n vel of marine architecture and_onginecring, the_ turbine-driven R.! SR
“Mauretania of 1907 (acrompanied by Mr J.P. Morgan's yacht, Corsahj“‘ ‘"‘h?se
tﬁzamfmgy ar€ ‘generally ac}mo‘sledged to constitute the masterpiece oi the
E:

oted Amcrican artist Francis D..Millet, one of the principal muralists of ?
15‘63,7‘1 _

e . |

rig;- and_2 schooner enterlno harbor on a hazy da).,__ Jhe series of ‘pznels and |
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SEEINSTRUCTIONS

PERIOD (Check One or More as Appropriats)

[J Pre-Columbion ] 16th Century [) 18th Century X ] 20th Cantury

1

) 15th Century [ V7th Century [ 19th Century H
SPECIFIC DATE(S) (If Applicable and Known) 1903-1907 |
| AREAS OF 31GNIFICANCE (Check One or More as Appropriate) i
Aboriginel [ Educotion [) Pelitienl [CJ Urben Plenning :
[] Prehistoric ] Engineering - [ Religion/Phi- [C] Other (Specity) |
[J Historie [ industey losophy |
[ Agriculture [ Invention [] Science I
Architecture [ Lendscope [ Seulprure
Art Architecture [ Social/Humon-
Commarce [ Literatura ] itarion
(] Communications [ Milirery (7] Theoter
(O] Censervation [ Music [] Trensportetion
STATEMENT OF SIGNIFICANCE
PThe URTTed States Custom House 1fi Baltimore 15.an e ”i’ceppmally-urstmmlsh-— 3
"t"d"ex"nmple ‘of Beaux- Arts architecture & ..nat is, a style which reflected the

“basic-tenets of the Ecole des Beaux Arts in Par15 the model for the develop—;
ment and direction of architectural schools throughout the United States in |
the 19th and early 20th century. The Beaux Arts manner emphasizes a highly
ordered, formal plan, axial syrmetry, monumentality and classicistic (Roman
and Renalssance) spaciah relationships and details. Noteworthy for its hand- :
some design, suave propertions, superb workmanship, and famous ceiling pamf-
ing, the Baltimore Custom House was built from 1903 through late 1507 from
plans by Hornblower and Marshall, a Washington, D. C. firm composed of g
Joseph C. Hornblower (1848-1908) and John Rush Marshall (1851-1927). Horn- ;
blower matriculated from the Ecole des Beaux-Arts in Paris in 1871. Both.
men were Fellows of the American Institute of Architects. The Custom Hou
is not only a particularly refined and subtly restrained design, it is also
a fine exemplar of the integral blending of art and architecture that flour- -
ished briefly in America around the turn of the century. The Call Room i
ceiling by Fra:fpls Davis Millet (1846-1912) is generally acknowledged to be
the masterpiece of that important American artist. Millet's decoratlve pro- .
gram for the Call Room represents not only an aesthetic success of major !
significance in the history of American mural painting but also a carefully
researched and accurately depicted visual history of the Evolution of Navi-
gation. fTonically, FITTet, Who passionately. loved SHIPs, pery:
Anic,disaster in 1912. [ The Custom House 1s unaltered, except ~Tor the en-
cfosure of the majestic staircases and lobby well, and magmflcentlv illns-
trates the finest workmanship and building materials of its eri_j:['t—st?rﬂisp
%‘th? site;of d1atrobe!s-eariiérs &Lt@@éﬁ.ﬂ!ﬂ withstood, the.ravages ©

ie Greal Baliimore. Fite of 15041t was designated Historic by Commissioncs
Customs Myics J. Ambrose on January 18, 1972. From December 2, 1907 until
1953 it served as the Custom House. Smce that time Selective Service per-

sonnel have occupied the building.

|
|
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[/5. MAJOR BIELIOGRAPHICAL REFERENCES

Clayton Colmar Héll, Paltimore, Its History and Its People, 1912
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LATITUDE AND LONGITUDE COORDINATES
PEFINING A RECTANGLE LOCATING THE PROPERTY

0 DEFINING THE CENTER FOINT OF A PROPERTY

LATITUDE AND LONGITUDE COORDINATES

©OF LESS THAN TEN ACRES

CORNER LATITUDE | LONGITUDE N vtatituoe W ronciTupE
Degrees Minutes Seconds [Degrees Minutes Seconds Degrees Minutes Seconds Degrees Minutes Seconds
NW © v " o ] " -] ] e -] » [l
NE . L I LIS L 39 17 17 76 3% 33
SE .0 s = S R . LT "
SwW -] ] L1 ' -] L L1

APPROXIMATE ACREAGE OF NOMINATED PROPERTY:

1

LIST ALL STATES AND COUNTIES FOR PROPERTIES OVERLAPPING STATE OR COUNTY BOUNDARIES

STATE: CODE | COUNTY: CODE
STATE: CODE COUNTY: CODE
STATE: CODE COUNTY: CODE
STATE: CODE COUNTY: CQDE
{11, FORM PREPARED BY | S

NAME AND TITLE: DATE:

John D. Milner, AIA, Executive Director 22 June 1973
BUSINESS ADDRESS: ’

National Heritage Corporation - ;
STREET AND NUMBER: PHONE:!

P. 0. Box 167 215-459-8710
CITY OR TOWN: STATE . CODE

Chadds Ford Pennsylvania 19317 37

2.

CERTIFICATION OF NOMINATION -

““NATIONAL REGISTER VERIFICATION

State Liaison Officer recommendation:

[ Yes
- @ONo
[ None

State Linison Officer Signature

In compliance with Executive Order 11593, 1 hereby
nominate this property to the National Register, certify-
ing that the State Liaison Officer has been allowed 90
days in which to present the nominstion to the State Re-
view Board and to evaluate its significance. The recom-
[ National [] State

mended level of significance is

[ Local

Fedaral Representutive Sifnalure Date

Title

I hereby certify that this property is included in the

National Register.

Direcror, Office of Archeology and Historic Preservation

Date

ATTEST:

Keoeper of The National Register

Date
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