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DESCRIBETHE PHESt.Nr AND OnlGINAL (IF KNOWN) PIfYSlCAL APPEARANCE 

S i t u a t e d  on t h e  corner  of Tabb and Union S t r e e t s ,  the  Petersburg  C i t y  Hall is a 
r ec tangu la r  ( 4 6 ' x  l o o ' ) ,  t h r e e - s t o r y  bui ld ing ,  e i g h t  bays by t h r e e  bays, t h ree  bays 
having been added t o  t h e  sou th  wa l l  i n  1908. The bui ld ing  is faced  wi th  Dinwiddie 
g r a n i t e  over b r i c k  co re  w a l l s  and is  exemplary of t h e  I t a l i a n  Renaissance Revival 
s t y l e ,  a s  designed by f e d e r a l  a r c h i t e c t  Ammi B. Young. 

The f r o n t  (west) en t rance  is approached by four  s tone  s t e p s  leading  t o  a g r a n t t e  st001 
a t  the  f r o n t  en t ry .  The s toop p r o j e c t s  4% f e e t  from t h e  w a l l  and i s  f lanked on each 
s i d e  by a 10-foot,  c a s t - i r o n  lamp pole wi th  a glass-enclosed,  cast- i ronlamp on the  top.  
The nor th  e n t r y  i s  s i m i l a r l y  approached and is a l s o  f lanked by c a s t - i r o n  l a n t e r n s ,  
which a r e  a t t ached  t o t h e  wa l l .  The f r o n t  (west) en t rance  is comprised o f  two singLe 
doors,  each wi th  twelve l i g h t s .  Above each door is an  arched transom of  s i x  l i g h t s  
blocked o f f  by plywood paneling.  The n o r t h  e x t e r i o r  ent rance  c o n s i s t s  of a d o u b l e  
doorway wi th  a s i x - l i g h t ,  arched transom above the  en t ry .  According t o  t h e  o r i g i n a l  
s p e c i f i c a t i o n s  and e a r l y  photographs, s e v e r a l  a l t e r a t i o n s  have been made t o  the  e x t e r i o r  
doors. The n o r t h  e l e v a t i o n  o r i g i n a l l y  cons i s t ed  o f  t h r e e  double doors, which have been 
replaced wi th  windows. 

A l l  t h e  windows a r e  i d e n t i c a l  f o r  each re spec t ive  f l o o r .  The f i r s t - f l o o r  windows 
a r e  t r e a t e d  a s  an a rcade  and a r e  single-hung wi th  on ly  t h e  bottom sash  moveable, each 
t o t a l  window being f o u r  l i g h t s  by f i v e  high. The t o p  of t h e  window is framed i n  a 
s tone  arch ,  te rminat ing  a t  a molded s p r i n g  p ro jec t ing  b e l t  course  which extends the  
perimeter  of t h e  bu i ld ing .  The second-story windows a r e  double-hung, 616 sash.  A 
s tone  pediment caps each window; t h e  jambs and s i l l s  a r e  of molded s tone .  Below each 
s i l l  a r e  two s c r o l l e d  i r o n  b racke t s ,  a l s o  found on t h e  t h i r d  f l o o r .  The t h i r d - f l o o r  
windows a r e  s i m i l a r  t o  the  second but  lack  the  pediments.  

A l a r g e  s t o n e  d e n t i c u l a t e d  cornice  extends t h e  e n t i r e  per imeter  o f  t h e  bu i ld tng ,  
broken by f o u r  chimneys--two on t h e  f r o n t  and two on the  r e a r .  The bui ld ing  is covered 
by a small  hipped roof .  

The i n t e r i o r  f l o o r  p l an  has been a l t e r e d  s e v e r a l  t imes,  l eav ing  almost no evidence 
o f  the  o r i g i n a l  Customs House plan. The f i r s t  f l o o r  is p r imar i ly  a l a r g e  open pub l i c  
a r e a  conta in ing  municipal  s e r v i c e  a reas .  The second and t h i r d  f l o o r s  a r e  divided i n t o  
c i t y  o f f i c e s .  A c e n t r a l l y  loca ted  s t a i rway  se rves  t h e  e n t i r e  bu i ld ing .  Cas t - i ron  
columns wi th  ornamental composite c a p i t a l s  su rv ive  i n  varying s t a t e s  of preservat ion '  
throughout the  bui ld ing .  Some i n t e r i o r  t r im  may su rv ive  from t h e  o r i g i n a l  p lan  on the  
second f l o o r .  
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J N V E N T I O N  

SPECIF'C DATES 1856-9; addi t ion 1908-10 BUILDERIARCHITECT B. Young 

STATEMENT OF SIGNIFICANCE Renaissance 

The Petersburg City H a l l  stands as a superb example of mid-19th-centurynRevival 
archi tecture .  Constructed between the years 1856-1859, the  building was designed by 
Ammi B. Young, then ,'Supervising Architect o f  the U. S. Trrasury,Departmentf'. . Erected 
to  serve as  thg U. S. Customs House and post Office, the dignified gran i te  "palazzo" 
i s  a commanding symbol of both federal  authori ty  i n  a rch i tec ture  and the c i t y ' s  
antebellum economic prosper'Lty. 

On April 7, 1856, the Petersburg Daily Express contained the following notice: 

The New Custom House. We omitted t o  s t a t e  on Saturday morning that  
the  Hon. M r .  Guthrie, Secretary of the Treasury, has appointed our 
townsman, James Minetree, Esq., superintendent of the  construction 
of the  new custom house about t o  be reared a t  the corner of Tabb and 
Union s t r e e t s .  The compensation has been fixed a t  $6.00 per"day; 
Sunday included, and he appointment is one tha t  w i l l  render very 
general  s a t i s f ac t ion .  

E 

The newspaper announcement is informative, not only f o r  i t s  pertinence t o  Petersburg 
but a l so  a s  a conmentary on governmental building pract ices  of tha t  time. 

When h i  B. Young was appointed "Supervising Architect of the U. S. Treasury 
Department", the o f f i c e  was created with the intent ion of e f f i c i e n t l y  central iz ing 
governmental building a c t i v i t y  within the Department of t he  Treasury. Prior to  t h i s  
time, buildings were constructed under the supervision of loca l  commissions, 
generally u t i l i z i n g  loca l  a r ch i t ec t s  and superintendents, sometimes of dubious ta len t .  

2 

This method made f o r  ra ther  inconsistent building prac t ices ,  with l i t t l e  o r  no federal  
control .  Under the new o f f i ce ,  concentrated a rch i tec tura l  respons ib i l i ty  was given t o  
the Department of the Treasury, with loca l  superintendents act ing on the construction 
level .  Built during a two-and-a-half-year period, the  petersburg s t ruc ture  r e f l e c t s  
Young's success as  federal  a rch i tec t  and the growing commercial importance of the  c i t y .  . 
The Petersburg building is one of a s e r i e s  of U. S. Customs Houses designed by Young 
and shows the a r ch i t ec t ' s  v e r s a t i l i t y  i n  design. '~tro'other Young customs house ex is t  
in  Virglnia : Richmond and Norfolk. 

By an a c t  of the General Assembly of March 16, 1850, Petersburg, with a population 
of 14,010, became the t h i r d  independent c i t y  i n  ~ i r g i n i a . ~  It was during the 1850s that  
the c i t y ' s  tobacco fac tor ies  expanded,with wholesale and commission houses flourishing. 
Cotton fac tor ies  and i ron  foundries a lso boomed a t  t h i s  time. Prosperity was ref lected 
i n  changes i n  the  municipal s t ree t scape ,  resu l t ing  from a surge of building ac t iv i ty .  
Tabb S t r ee t  was cut a t  t h i s  time from Union t o  Market S t ree t .  The new Customs House 
was proudly s i t e d  a t  the  southeast  corner of the in te rsec t ion  of Tabb and Union. 

(see continuation sheet  P1) 
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8 .  SIGNIFICANCE 

It is unfo r tuna te  t h a t  the  c i t y ' s  economic p rospe r i ty  was t o  be h a l t e d  by t h e  
C i v i l  War. 

The Customs House served a s  a f e d e r a l  bu i ld ing  f o r  only  a s h o r t  period,  
becoming t h e  headquarters  of the  Confederate Army f o r  the  d u r a t i o n  of the  c o n f l i c t .  
During t h e  s e i g e  o f  Petersburg,  t h e  bu i ld ing  was used a s  a  s i g n a l  s t a t i o n ,  t o  view 
t h e  f i g h t i n g  on t h e  c i t y ' s  e a s t e r n  f r o n t .  On Apr i l  3, 1865, t h e  day o f  the  c i t y ' s  
su r render ,  t h e  Second Michigan Sharpshooters  r a i s e d  t h e  U. S. f l a g  ove r  the  bu i ld -  
ing ,  br inging an  end t o  one of t h e  longes t  b a t t l e s  o f  t h e w a r .  

I n  1870, t h e  f e d e r a l  government appropr ia ted  $10,000 f o r  r e p a i r s  and improve- 
ments t o  t h e  bu i ld ing ,  wi th  Richmond b u i l d e r  John Gibson, Jr. a c t i n g  a s  super in ten-  
dent .  Fur the r  work on t h e  bu i ld ing  occurred between 1908-1910, when a three-bay 
a d d i t i o n  was added t o  the  b u i l d i n g ' s  sou th  e l eva t ion .  The a d d i t i o n  provided f o r  an 
extens ive  remodeling of t h e  i n t e r i o r  bu t  was most sympathetic t o  t h e  e x t e r i o r ,  which 
i t  dupl ica ted .  By 1936, t h e  post Off ice  was moved t o  Frankl in  S t r e e t ,  and i n  1938 
the  bu i ld ing  became the  Petersburg C i t y  Hal l ,  a  func t ion  it cont inues  t o  serve .  
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The Express. P e t e r s k r g .  Apr i l  7,  1856. A complete l i s t i n g  of newspaper - 
e x t r a c t s  may be found i n  the  HABS r e p o r t  of 1959. 
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George N. Lamphere, The U.S. Government: Its Organizat ion _& P r a c t i c a l  Workings 
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(Phi ladelphia ,  1881), pp. 92-95. 
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Va., 1960). 
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NAME / TITLE 

y i r s i n i a  H i s t o r i c  Landmarks Commission S t a f f  
ORGANIZATION DATE 

V i rg in ia  H i s t o r i c  Landmarks Comiss ion  March, 1978 
STREET& NUMBER TELEPHONE 

221 Governor S t r e e t  (804) 786-3144 
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As the designated State Historic Preservation Officer for the National Historic Preservation Act of 1966 (Public Law 89-665). 1 
sion in the National Register and certify that it has been evaluated according to the 

I Park Service. 
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