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Town  Somerville 

Place  Union Square 

Address  92 Union Square 

Historic Name  Union Square Fire Station 

Uses Present:  Offices for community organizations 

Original:  Fire Station  

Date of Construction  1903 

Source  City Directories 

Style/Form  Colonial Revival 

Architect/Builder  Walter T. Littlefield  

Exterior Material 
Foundation:  Granite 

Wall/Trim:  Brick 

Roof:  Slate 

Outbuildings/Secondary Structures  None 
 

Major Alterations    
Post-1950 – cupola removed 
 
 

Condition  Good 

Moved    _x_  no  ___  yes     Date   

Acreage  13,700 S.F. 

Setting  Center of urban commercial area.   

 

RECEIVED 
 

FEB 07 2014 
 

MASS. HIST. COMM. 
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ARCHITECTURAL DESCRIPTION 
 
The Union Square Fire Station at 92 Union Square is a two-story civic building designed in the Classical Revival style by Walter 
T. Littlefield in 1903.  It is set on a triangular lot bounded by Prospect and Washington Streets and Somerville Avenue.  A 
paved, public plaza with mature trees, sculptures, and seating is located west of the building.  A public, paved sidewalk 
surrounds the building on the north, south, and east elevations. 
 
The three-bay by seven-bay west-facing building has a granite foundation, brick walls, and a slate shingled hip roof with a 
copper ridge cap.  A granite string course between the first and second stories and a denticulated cornice below the moderately 
overhanging eaves wrap around all elevations.  A three-story, brick, flat-roof clock tower, originally topped by an octagonal 
cupola and a weathervane, is located at the southwest corner of the facade (west) elevation.  The tower has a granite cornice 
matching the string course of the building.  Decorative stained-glass clocks are near the top on each elevation.   A one-story, L-
shaped, brick ell with a flat roof extends the full width of the east (rear) elevation.  Several single hip-roof bays project from the 
north and south elevations, and a two-bay hip-roof bay projects from the center of the north elevation.  Each slope of the roof 
contains a small hip-roof dormer, and a brick chimney rises from the west end of the south slope. 
 
The west bay of the facade projects from the plane of the facade and contains the main entrance.  The entrance is set within a 
rectangular wood surround with a splayed brick lintel and a granite keystone that contains a modern doorway comprised of a 
partially glazed wood door and ten plate-glass windows set in wood frames.  A modern canvas awning shelters the entry.  A 
secondary entrance is located in a one-story vestibule at the center of the north elevation.  This entrance has an arched wood 
panel door with a three-pane window set in an arched brick opening with a granite keystone.   
 
Fenestration consists primarily of six-over-two double-hung wood windows with granite sills.  Splayed brick lintels with granite 
keystones over each window are arched on the first story and straight on the second.  The two large rectangular openings in the 
center and north bays of the facade are treated similar to the main entrance.  Modern eight-pane plate-glass windows are set in 
brick openings with wood frames, splayed brick lintels, and granite keystones.  A small six-pane awning window is located in 
the west projecting bay of the south elevation.  The tower contains one rectangular, two-pane wood window on the north 
elevation and three rectangular plate-glass replacement windows on each of the other elevations.  The windows in the dormers 
appear to be infilled with plywood.             
 
HISTORICAL NARRATIVE 
 
History of Union Square Area (taken from MHC Inventory Form SMV.G) 
 
Union Square is the oldest and largest commercial district in Somerville, and its growth is tied to the residential and commercial 
growth of the City.  Since the 17th century, the district has been the site of commercial establishments serving travellers and 
tradespeople.  Transportation improvements in the early part of the 19th century enabled further development in the area to 
support the rapidly growing population.  Following the Civil War, local entrepreneurs established lucrative businesses in the 
Square and constructed numerous ambitious buildings.  By the early 20th century, Union Square was a critical hub for 
automobile traffic, and it continued to develop commercially, adding auto-related enterprises to the mix.  Today Union Square is 
one of two major commercial centers in Somerville, along with Davis Square, consisting primarily of locally owned restaurants, 
shops, and professional offices. 
 
The three main streets that form Union Square—Somerville Avenue, Bow Street, and Washington Street—were originally 17th- 
and 18th-century trade routes used by farmers in Somerville and the surrounding area to transport products, mostly dairy and 
produce, to markets in Charlestown and Boston.  The sandy soils deposited by the nearby Miller’s and Mystic Rivers gave the 
area its first name, Sandpit Square.  Charlestown Lane (later Milk Row and now Somerville Avenue) carried farm products 
across bridges or to ferries to Boston.  Bow Street was originally built around a marsh that was later filled, and Somerville 
Avenue was extended over the former wetland (Zellie and Stott 1990:122).  In addition to farming and dairying, early local 
industries included brickyards and quarrying sites near the marshes.   
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Commercial and residential development in and around Union Square grew with the expansion of the railroad service.  In 1835, 
the Boston and Lowell Railroad opened the first passenger railroad station in Somerville on the south side of Washington Street. 
This station was joined by the Kent Street station of the Fitchburg Railroad in 1842.  In 1845 horsecar service was established 
between Union Square and Harvard Square in Cambridge along Kirkland and Washington Streets.  Additions to the streetcar line 
provided residents of the Union Square area with easy commuting service to Boston. 
 
In 1842 Somerville, which was originally included in the 1630 Charlestown grant, became an independent town and its 
population began to increase steadily.  Between 1842 and 1850, the population tripled to reach a total of 3,540 people.  Growth 
continued throughout the 1850s and 1860s as the area’s job opportunities attracted many immigrants from Ireland, Italy, 
Portugal, and Canada.  Small factories and meat packing plants built alongside the railroads created new development centers.  
As the population increased and industrial production grew, developers gradually filled in the Miller’s River and covered it with 
vast railroad yards, roads, residential development, and industrial space.  Manufacturing grew rapidly, with such enterprises as 
the American Tube Works Company, established in 1851 on Somerville Avenue west of Union Square (American Tube Works 
Company Complex), and the Union Glass Company, founded in 1854 between Webster and Prospect streets just south of the 
Square (not extant).  Later nearby industries included wood-working shops, ice businesses, and carriage factories. 
 
Union Square developed as a center of commerce for the numerous industries and residences surrounding the junction of the 
area’s three major thoroughfares.  The Robert A. Vinal House at 15 Union Square (SMV.690) is the sole survivor of the earliest 
residential-scale development in Union Square.  Vinal, a grain dealer operating in the Square, built the ca. 1845 house that was 
later converted to commercial use.  The building adjacent to it, constructed ca. 1850 (not extant), was known as The Oasis and 
served as a grocery store and local meeting place.   
 
Vinal eventually became a leading figure in Somerville politics and owned and sold off for development many acres of land in 
the Prospect Hill neighborhood north of Union Square.  In 1852, he built the first large multi-purpose building in the Square, 
Franklin Hall (not extant).  The building stood on the current site of 92 Union Square and housed a post office, grain and grocery 
store, and meeting and entertainment hall.  Somerville firemen erected a flagpole in the Square the following year, and 
subsequently the area was known as Liberty Pole Square.  During the Civil War, the Square served as a recruitment center, thus 
acquiring its current name. 
 
Following the Civil War, both Union and Davis Squares evolved into larger commercial centers of a rapidly growing 
community.  In 1872, Somerville incorporated as a city, and between 1870 and 1915, its population increased six-fold.  Several 
local entrepreneurs capitalized on the growing markets and established themselves in Union Square.  In 1869, shoe dealer Phillip 
Eberle and three other local businessmen built the Masonic Block (later called Somerville Union Hall, not extant) at the 
prominent corner of Somerville Avenue and Washington Street.  Like most of the subsequent blocks constructed nearby, the 
Masonic Block housed commercial space on the ground floor (in this case, an apothecary and Eberle’s shoe shop) and a variety 
of professional offices, as well as meeting rooms for fraternal organizations on the upper floors.  Eberle’s success led to other 
development ventures in the Square, including the ambitious Eberle Building at 31-34 Union Square (SMV.762) (1884).   
 
Local realtor Ira Hill financed the construction of several commercial structures in Union Square, including the Pythian Block 
and Hotel Warren (both built 1872 on the north side of the Square, not extant), the Hill Building at 38 Union Square (SMV.773) 
(1874), the Colson Block (1890, not extant), and the Stone Building at 61 Union Square (SMV.763) (1888).  Hill also platted 
Summit Avenue on Prospect Hill into large lots intended for spacious homes.  He often collaborated with builder-designer 
Thomas B. Blaikie from Nova Scotia.  The construction of these buildings created a cohesive commercial district of high-style 
architecture incorporating red brick with granite sills and trim, dark bands of contrasting brick, and patterned slate roofs trimmed 
with ornamental iron work (Zellie and Stott 1990:121-122).   
 
Many businesses that later branched out to other locations in the City, particularly local financial and institutional entities, 
initially located their primary offices in Union Square.  The Somerville Co-operative Bank, chartered in 1880, the Somerville 
Savings Bank, incorporated in 1885, and the Somerville National Bank, established in 1892, all had central offices in the Stone 
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Building at the end of the 19th century (Samuels 1897:446-451).  Frederic W. Stone, the son of the carriage maker after whom 
the building was named, was a clerk and treasurer for the savings bank for 43 years, as well as a director of the national bank. 
 
The Square’s commercial buildings also housed meeting halls on the upper floors for the numerous social and fraternal 
organizations that flourished in the latter part of the 19th century.  The influx of immigrants to the neighborhood increased the 
popularity of such groups, a tradition brought over from Europe.  Organizations like the Masons and the Independent Order of 
the Odd Fellows (IOOF) constructed buildings and elaborate halls in many cities, and a single organization often had multiple 
chapters, or lodges, meeting in different parts of a city.  The first Masonic lodge formed in Somerville met in various buildings 
in Union Square from about 1857 to 1888, including the Masonic Block (Samuels 1897:378-383).   Several IOOF lodges met in 
the Odd Fellows Hall over the Hotel Warren and later in the Stone Building (Samuels 1897:385-393). 
 
The Square’s concentration of commercial enterprises served the employees and residents of the factories and industries that 
developed along the rail lines and rivers east of the Square.  At the turn of the 20th century, the Union Square area was also a 
central point for streetcar and rail transport serving the many people living in Somerville and commuting to jobs in Boston 
(Zellie and Stott 1990:122).  Somerville began a period of great expansion around 1900, in both population and construction 
activities.  The town’s population grew from 40,152 in 1890 to 77,236 in 1910.  Almost half of Somerville’s residential 
construction occurred between 1890 and 1900.  The building trades flourished, as evidenced by the large numbers of such 
industries listed in the City directories:  building tradesmen, lumberyards, woodworking shops (coffins, picture frames, tables, 
museum cases, furniture), brass foundries, makers of architectural hardware, window shades, and tinware.  Several Somerville 
investors built multi-unit rowhouses and apartment hotels in Union Square to accommodate the influx of residents.  Generally 
these buildings included storefronts on the ground floor to produce additional income, like the Patrick Rafferty Block and 
Rowhouse at 318-322 and 318R Somerville Avenue (SMV.1341 and SMV.1342), both built ca. 1880; the Hannah J. Allen 
Building at 210 Washington Street (SMV.1337), built 1890; and the Edward J. Llewellyn Building at 216 Somerville Avenue 
(SMV.1338), built 1896. 
 
Religious buildings serving the area around Union Square are primarily located outside the Commercial District on the periphery 
of the Square.  However, in 1875, an Episcopal congregation raised money to construct Saint Thomas Episcopal Church at 300 
Somerville Avenue (SMV.1340), only a few buildings away from the Square intersection.  The Gothic Revival building has been 
greatly altered at the street level, but it has recently returned to its original use as a church, serving both the Hispanic and Haitian 
communities. 
 
Beginning with the first Police Headquarters constructed in 1874 at 50 Bow Street (in the adjacent Bow Street Historic District), 
municipal activities in Somerville concentrated in and around the densely developed Union Square.  Three major public 
buildings are located within the Union Square Commercial District:  the Fire Station at 92 Union Square (SMV.67) (1903), the 
second Somerville Police Headquarters at 66-70 Union Square (SMV.764) (1932), and the Somerville Main Branch of the U.S. 
Post Office at 237 Washington Street (SMV.10) (NR listed, 1935-36).   
 
The early 20th century introduced automobile traffic to Union Square, and vehicular circulation has significantly influenced the 
subsequent development of the area.  The construction of Route 28 at the east end of the district linked the area to Cambridge 
and Medford.  The Commercial District has several significant auto-related buildings, including an early gas station constructed 
in Somerville, the Cities Service Refining Co. Fuel Station at 69 Bow Street (SMV.776) (ca. 1925).  Auto repair shops appeared 
as early as 1914 (the Union Square Garage at 267-271 Somerville Avenue, SMV.772) and continued to be built into the 1930s 
(Barnes & Walsh Co. at 224 Somerville Avenue, SMV.776).  The 1927 Northern Artery Filling Station at 181 Somerville 
Avenue (SMV.771) marks the beginning of a proliferation in the establishment of independent gas stations, separate from 
private garage facilities, throughout the country and signifies how entrenched automobile use had become. 
 
After the 1920s, building construction in Somerville slowed dramatically, the result of a general decrease in fortunes that 
preceded the Depression years.  Business owners in the Union Square area began building smaller brick stores like the J. A. 
Bremner and Co. Building at 344-346 Somerville Avenue (SMV.769) (1910).  Fires destroyed some of the earlier wood-frame 
buildings in the area, but newer development replaced most of the 19th-century buildings that are no longer extant.  More modern 
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lower structures replaced several prominent historic buildings in the Square, such as the Hurley Building at 20-29 Union Square 
(SMV.761) built in 1932 on the site of the Masonic Block.  The Union Building at 16 Union Square (SMV.760), built in 1922, 
replaced a group of older domestic structures on the prime site with a small-scale commercial block.  Development also 
extended down the main artery of Somerville Avenue, where the three-story commercial and apartment block at 218-222 
Somerville Avenue (SMV.765) was constructed ca. 1926.  The scarcities of the 1930s also prompted many owners of real estate 
in the Square to “lop off” the upper stories of taller buildings to reduce their property taxes, as occurred at the Hill Building 
(Rezoning Union Square 2009).   
 
The City’s population expanded through 1930, and industrialization continued to increase through that date.  Directories from 
1930 list 145 manufacturing establishments in Somerville, 75% of which had been in existence in 1900.  Meat processing 
remained the City’s leading industry.  The population declined through 1940, but peaked again during World War II, when many 
employees of the Ford Motors Plant, built in 1926 in what is now Assembly Square, lived in Somerville.  Other industries 
located nearer to Union Square included the A&P Company food distribution complex on Fitchburg Street, the Fresh Pond Ice 
Company on Washington Street, and the James A. Kiley Wagon Shop at Linwood and Fitchburg Streets (all outside the district).  
The Ford plant closed in 1958, along with many of the larger meat packing businesses, and the City’s population declined in the 
following years through 2000.  At the end of the 20th century, telecommunications and high-tech industries appeared, bringing 
new job opportunities and a related influx of new residents.  More recent changes within Union Square include the creation in 
the 1980s of a pedestrian plaza across the portion of Washington Street between the 1932 Police Headquarters and the 1903 Fire 
Station.  In addition, the police and fire activities were relocated in the mid-1980s to a new public safety complex housed in a 
rehabilitated MBTA Bus Garage at 208-220 Washington Street (SMV.676) (1926). 
 
History of 92 Union Square 
 
Somerville’s first “Engine House”, which held the “Mystic No. 6,” occupied the triangular plot of land at the intersection of 
Washington Street and Somerville Avenue in the 1830s.  The original two-story wood Engine House was built four years before the 
town of Somerville incorporated separately from Charlestown.  The building burned in 1855, and a brick building was erected at 
the same location.  In 1866, the building was assigned the title “Hand Engine 1 Station” because it housed Somerville’s only hand-
powered fire truck at that time.   
 
Walter T. Littlefield, the City’s Commissioner of Buildings, designed the current fire station at 92 Union Square, built in 1903.  
Aaron Gould, a Somerville architect with a Boston office, submitted a design for the fire house, but the City chose Littlefield’s 
instead.  In 1905, Hose Company No. 3 used the station, with H. J. Turner as the captain and Alfred Higgins as the Lieutenant.  The 
building remained the home of Hose Company No. 3 until the 1920s when it became the headquarters for Engine 3, which was 
stationed there through the 1950s.  The building’s cupola was removed sometime after this time, although no building permit 
records were found to document this alteration.  
 
The current tenant, Somerville Community Access Television (SCATV), moved into the building in 1982.  The Somerville 
Portuguese American League (SPAL) and the Massachusetts Association of Portuguese Speakers (MAPS) located their offices on 
the second floor of the building in 1988 to serve the large number of Portuguese speakers residing in the area. 
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PHOTOGRAPHS 
 

 

Photograph 1. 
View of north and west 
elevations looking 
southeast. 

 

 

 
Photograph 2. 
View of west and south 
elevations looking 
northeast from south 
side of Somerville 
Avenue. 
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Photograph 3. 
Detail of south elevation 
looking northeast from 
south side of Somerville 
Avenue. 

 

Photograph 4. 
View of east and north 
elevations looking 
southwest from the 
pedestrian plaza on 
Washington Street. 
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Photograph 5. 
Detail of clock tower. 
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Office of the Secretary, State House, Boston 

4 o On 

In Area no. Form no. 

1, Town Somerville 

Address Union Square 

Name F i r e Station 

Present use 

Present owner C i t y of Somerville 

3. Description: 

Date 1903 

Source fireman 

Style Colonial Revival 

Architect 

Exterior wall fabric
 r e d brick 

Outbuildings (describe) 

Other features 2 - s t o r y , rectangular 

plan building with s l a t e , hipped 

roof, and granite foundation. 

Altered Date 

Moved Date 

5. Lot size: 

One acre or less X Over one acre 

Approximate frontage 3 5 ' 

Approximate distance of building from street 

10J 

6. Recorded by Harriet White 

Organization MAPC 

Date 8/16/78 

(over) 



5MV.67 

7. Original owner (if known)_ 

Original use 

City of Somerville 

f i r e station 

Subsequent uses (if any) and dates 

8. Themes (check as many as applicable) 

Aboriginal 
Agricultural 
Architectural 
The Arts 
Commerce 
C ommunication 
Community development 

Conservation 
Education 
Exploration/ 
settlement 

Industry 
Military 
Political 

Recreation 
Religion 
Science/ 

invention 
Social/ 

humanitarian 
Transportation 

9. Historical significance (include explanation of themes checked above) 

I 
) 

10. Bibliography and/or references (such as local histories, deeds, assessor's records, 
early maps, etc.) 
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Somerville 

Form No: 

MASSACHUSETTS HISTORICAL COMMISSION 
Office of the Secretary, Boston (ol 

(Property Name: Fire Station 

Indicate each item on inventory form which is being continued below. 

Other features: 

Corner tower containing clock and hose-drying pavilion. 
3-bay garage. Projecting eaves and show-rafters. 

6/6 divided movable sash. Plat brick arches with keystones. 
Small, hipoed roof dormer on each slope of the roof. Copper ridge 
and copper flashing. 

Granite belt band divides 1st and 2nd story. 
Brick chimney. Two 2-story round bays with hipped roofs. 
5 f t . high brick-walled enclosure in rear. Brick pattern in 
the wall of this enclosure, and on building walls. Pattern in the 
brick work is 2 rows of stretchers alternating with a row of 
red stretcher-black header. 

Staple to Inventory form at hottom 


