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2, 5 City Square, Charlestown District Court (1913-1915)
From Boston Landmark Commission’s Charlestown Historic
Resources Study 1981 (E. W. Gordon, Consultant)*:

Charlestown District Court

2015

Numbers 2 and 5 City Square, the Charlestown District Court, is
a large L shaped Georgian Revival building constructed of
yellow brick with freestone trimmings. It has a tripartite main
façade with a broad five bay center section flanked by short
three bay “wings.” The main façade is characterized by a
distinct horizontal emphasis, with a belt course at the
basement and floors one and two, and a deep continuous
cornice and high parapet. It's horizontal elements are
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countered by six Doric pilasters spanning floors two and three
in the center section.
The main entrances, at the first and fifth bays of the center
segment, are set within round arches. The enframements at
number 2 City Square have been drastically modified with
modern treatment completely devoid of detail. The entrance at
number 5 is intact and retains its freestone (?) enframements
including a console keystone at the arch’s center and a console
bracketed hood with an iron balcony on the hood’s roof at the
second floor level. Number 2 also retains its balcony. Tall
windows with full pediments open onto the balconies. Pilasters
spanning floors two and three of the midsection “support" an
entablature with incised letters, which read "Charlestown
Municipal Building".
The windows of the center section are treated as doubles. The
windows are tall and have multi-pane sash in the Georgian
Revival mode. The building is topped by a deep cornice, high
parapet with a circular clock at the center, with antefix
ornamentation.
Architect: James E McLaughlin
Owner: city of Boston
Architecturally, the Charlestown Municipal Building is a
competent example of early 20th century Georgian Revival
design. Together with its more architecturally distinguished
neighbors -the neoclassical Charlestown Trust Company
building (circa 1910s) and the Renaissance Revival Roughan
Building (1894), the Charlestown Municipal Building is a
remnant of City Square as it existed before extensive mid-20th
century highway construction and urban renewal. The building
is of architectural interest primarily as an example of early
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20th century institutional design, illustrating a penchant for
yellow brick, a cheaper material than red brick, and stone,
which began to be widely used in Boston area architecture
beginning circa late 1890s, e.g. the Boston Statehouse addition
in 1898. Still intact are the freestone entrance enframements,
including the round arch, console keystone and console
bracketed hood at 5 City Square. Also noteworthy is the
parapet’s centrally located clock with antefix ornamentation.
The Charlestown Municipal Building is the work of Bostonbased architect James P McLaughlin, who was active circa
1900-1955. James McLaughlin is credited with the following
buildings: Commonwealth Armory, Boston; Boston Trade
School; South Terminal Station; and the Municipal Building at
South Boston (see the BLC survey form on 535 E. Broadway,
South Boston). In partnership with a Mr. Burr during the 1920s
and 1930s, he designed the Elks Hotel Boston, a 14-unit
apartment at 65 Commonwealth Avenue (1925), Latin School,
Boston, and the Temple Adath Israel, 260 Riverway, 405
Longwood Avenue and Plymouth streets (1927)-see B L C
Fenway survey form. In 1905 James E McLaughlin is listed at
683 Atlantic Ave., room 51. By 1915 he is listed at 111
Devonshire St., room 510. During the 1920s and 1930s he
worked at 88 Tremont St., fifth floor, with Mr. Burr. He is listed
as late as 1955 at 131 State Street.
The Charlestown municipal building was built between 1913
and 1915. In a Charlestown Enterprise article dated July 3, 1915
a reporter noted that "the new court offices present a
decidedly modern type of judicial quarters and as the finishing
touches are being applied it is easy to discern that Charlestown
will have as good a Municipal Court building as any in evidence
in greater Boston.” For a detailed description of this building’s
interior see Charlestown Enterprise article dated July 3, 1915,
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page 1, entitled "Completion is Close at Hand. In a Week
Municipal Building to be Turned over to the City".
The Charlestown municipal building’s site has significant
historical Association with over 350 years of Charlestown civic
life, beginning with the Great House, which served as the
governor's house and General Court chambers until their
removal to Boston on October 1630. As early as the late
summer of 1629, the Massachusetts Bay Company
representative, Thomas Graves, erected the structure known as
the Great House in preparation for the arrival of Winthrop and
his fleet in June 1630. The Great House served as the
governor's house and General Court chambers until their
removal to Boston in October 1630. In 1632 the General Court
purchased the structure from the company for 10 pounds and
it was used for a meetinghouse after Charlestown's inhabitants
split off from the Boston congregation. In 1635 the structure
was sold for 30 pounds along with the surrounding lot to
Robert Long. Evidently a tavern (great Tavern) was located on
this site during the 17th and 18th centuries. The site was
owned by Ebenezer Breed II prior to the Revolutionary war
and remained in Breed’s hands until this property's
destruction in 1775.
It should be noted that City Square, over time known as Market
Square and Charlestown Square, with an unsuccessful attempt
to rename it Bogan Square after General Bogen during the
early 20th century, was used for an open air market for
artisans, farmers and local merchants from the town's
founding until 1802 -except for a period during the revolution
when the town was abandoned.
Important structures at City Square during the early-mid 18th
century included a meetinghouse and Court House. From 1818
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to 1867 a Federal style Town Hall stood on the Charlestown
Municipal Building’s site. For many years its cupola was a
landmark in this area. (See accompanying illustration "return
of the Charlestown city Guard from Washington."
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City Square, with 1818 Town Hall in the background
Interestingly, the present municipal building adheres to the
Federal style 1818 predecessor building’s tripartite main
façade format and inclusion of a circular clock on the building.
From 1867 to 1913 a stately Renaissance Revival/Second
Empire masonry building designed by Boston architect William
Washburn, to serve as Charlestown’s City Hall was located on
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this site. This building was characterized by a tripartite main
façade with quoins accenting the corners of floors one and two,
round arch and triangular pedimented windows and a
distinctive centrally located dome/belvedere with a circular
clock at the dome’s base.

City Hall, City Square, ca. 1868-1880 (Waverly House Hotel, on
the left)
This building’s use as a City Hall was short-lived as
Charlestown was annexed to Boston in 1874. Henceforth the
Washburn-designed building was used as a public library and
police station. From 1899 to 1975 an elevated railway cut
through City Square, encroaching on an oval park with its
three-tier cast iron fountain.
Bibliography:
Maps- 1870(?), 1902
Atlases- 1868, 1865, 1875, 1892, 1901, 1911
Boston Buildings Department records
B. P. L. architects file
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Charlestown Enterprise July 3, 1915, p. 1; also August 28, 1915
p.1
Final report: Phase II Archeological Site Examination on the
Project Area for Central Artery, North Area, Charlestown, Ma

*Digitized, and edited without change in content, from the

scanned record in the Massachusetts Cultural Resource
Information System, and with addition of current photographs.
In the case of houses that have been altered since the survey,
these photographs may not entirely correspond to the
architectural description. If earlier photographs of suitable
quality are available, these have been included.
R. Dinsmore

