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Mission: As the Nation’s principal conservation agency, the Department of the
Interior has responsibility for most of our nationally-owned public lands and
natural and cultural resources. This includes fostering sound use of our land
and water resources; protecting our fish, wildlife, and biological diversity;
preserving the environmental and cultural values of our national parks and
historic places; and providing for the enjoyment of life through outdoor recre-
ation. The Department assesses our energy and mineral resources and works to
ensure that their development is in the best interests of all our people by
encouraging stewardship and citizen participation in their care. The Depart-
ment also has a major responsibility for American Indian reservation communi-
ties and for people who live in island territories under U.S. Administration.

This publication is financed by the National Park Service, United States Depart-
ment of the Interior. Under Title VI of the Civil Rights Act of 1964, as amended;
Section 504 of the Rehabilitation Act of 1973, as amended; and the Age Dis-
crimination Act of 1975, as amended, the United States Department of the
Interior prohibits discrimination on the basis of race, color, national origin,
handicap, or age in its programs. If you believe you have been discriminated
against in any program, activity, or facility, or if you desire further information
please write: Office of Equal Opportunity, National Park Service, P.O. Box
37127, Washington, DC 20013-7127.

Cover Photo: Pawtucket Post Office, Pawtucket, Rhode Island, constructed 1896-97.
The new post office was welcomed by the community, which regarded its first Federal
building as a symbol of the prosperity and progress it had achieved as a major
industrial center during the 19th century. The building is an excellent example of
Beaux Arts classicism, which dominated the style of public buildings after the Chicago
World’s Columbian Exposition in 1893. (Rhode Island Historical Preservation
Commission) ‘
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PREFACE

Post offices constitute the most
common form of Federal government
buildings in the nation. Located in
large cities, small towns, and rural
areas, post offices provide an impor-
tant presence of the Federal govern-
ment in communities. They play an
essential role in facilitating communi-
cation and promoting economic
development, reducing the isolation
of rural locales, and disseminating
products and ideas across geographi-
cal areas. Historically, in times of
economic stress, the construction of
post offices has stimulated local
economic recovery and provided
work.

Many post offices are significant
civic monuments that beautify the
cities and towns in which they are
located. Architecturally, post offices
have served as symbols of the Federal
government’s authority, conveyed
regional historical themes, and
exemplified high art forms. Some
post offices were designed in an
“official” national style and serve as
notable examples of classicism in their
respective communities. During other

_phases in the Federal government’s
public building program, post offices
were designed to reflect regional
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styles and influences. For much of the
19th century and throughout the
Depression, artwork, such as orna-
mental sculptures and murals, was
integrated into the architectural
design of post offices.

This National Register Bulletin
provides guidance on how to apply
the National Register Criteria for
Evaluation to post office buildings. It
should be used by anyone evaluating
the historic significance of post office
buildings or completing a National
Register of Historic Places Registra-
tion Form (NPS Form 10-900) for a
post office building. It should be used
in conjunction with National Register
Bulletin 15: How to Apply the National
Register Criteria for Evaluation; National
Register Bulletin 16A: How to Complete
the National Register Registration Form;
National Register Bulletin 16B: How to
Complete the National Register Multiple
Property Documentation Form; National
Register Bulletin 22: Guidelines for
Evaluating and Nominating Properties
That Have Achieved Significance Within
the Last Fifty Years; National Register
Bulletin 24: Guidelines for Local Sur-
veys: A Basis for Preservation Planning;
and National Register Bulletin 39:
Researching a Historic Property.

The National Register of Historic
Places is the official list of districts,
sites, buildings, structures, and objects
significant in American history,
architecture, archeology, engineering,
and culture. National Register proper-
ties may be of national, State, or local
significance. The National Register is
maintained by the National Park
Service on behalf of the Secretary of the
Interior. National Register Bulletins
provide guidance on how to identify,
evaluate, document, and register
important properties.

The intent of this publication is to
assist individuals with the evaluation
of historic post office buildings. The
methodology outlined and the chronol-
ogy of Federal government building
history are useful in evaluating other
types of government, civic, and institu-
tional buildings and in increasing
public appreciation of their historical
and architectural contributions to the
life and culture of American cities and
towns.

Carol D. Shull

Chief of Registration

National Register of Historic Places
Interagency Resources Division
National Park Service

U.S. Department of the Interior
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I. INTRODUCTION

Governmental, civic, and institu-
tional buildings represent an impor-
tant type of property eligible for
listing in the National Register of
Historic Places. This type encom-
passes post offices, hospitals, town
halls, schools, and other similar
buildings. The institutions housed in
these buildings provide important,
sometimes essential services, and are
found in or near almost every com-
munity in the country. They form a
part of each community’s identity and
help determine its values and the
course of its history. In addition, their
buildings are often architectural focal
points of their respective communi-
ties. The historic or architectural
significance of these properties can be
evaluated for National Register
eligibility within a national, State, or
local context.

Post offices are important ex-
amples of this type of property. In
order to facilitate the evaluation and
nomination of post offices, the Na-
tional Park Service conducted a study
of various factors in the establish-
ment, role, and design of post offices
" in order to establish a consistent
policy for applying the National
Register Criteria for Evaluation to
these buildings. The study focused on
the history of post offices prior to 1939
to accommodate the impact of major
Federal programs of the Depression.
The following guidance for evaluating
the significance of post offices using
the National Register Criteria resulted
from this study. This second edition
of National Register Bulletin 13 also
looks at post offices built after World
War II. This publication is intended
to assist anyone in the evaluation of
the eligibility of post offices for
inclusion in the National Register, and
to suggest an appropriate approach
for evaluating other similar resources.
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Old Post Office and Clock Tower, District of Columbia, 1891-99. One of
Washington’s few Romanesque Revival Buildings on a monumental scale, this was the
city’s third tallest building when completed, exceeded only by the Capitol and the
Washington Monument. The Old Post Office was the first Federal building erected in
the area now known as the Federal Triangle. It served as headquarters for every
Postmaster General from 1899 to 1934. (William Edmund Barrett)



II. HISTORICAL AND
ARCHITECTURAL
DEVELOPMENT OF POSTAL

SERVICES AND POST OFFICE
CONSTRUCTION

Historically, governments have
maintained ¢ontrol over postal
systems, since the effective organiza-
tion and control of society depend
upon the ability to communicate. In
America, the new United States
government also assumed control
over mail service, but incorporated
democratic principles by constitution-
ally placing the power to establish
post offices and post roads in the
hands of Congress. The establishment
of postal service throughout the
country provided an example of
democracy at work: citizens peti-
tioned Congress, which established
post roads and instructed the Post-
master General to provide postal
service along the routes. By 1820, the
number of post offices and miles of
post roads were approximately
quadruple that of 1800. In addition to
providing tangible reminders to
otherwise isolated communities of the
role and ideals of the central govern-
ment, post offices, through their
number, distribution, and types of
service, represented many politically
advantageous opportunities to
Members of Congress. Using their
franking privileges, Congressmen
could widely and inexpensively
distribute speeches and campaign
materials, and they also could gain
political support from the press by
purchasing space for notices concern-
ing postal business. Throughout the
19th and early 20th centuries, Con-
gressmen sought favor from constitu-
ents through the establishment or
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improvement of postal services and
facilities in their districts.

With the development of political
parties in the early 19th century, the
operation of the Post Office Depart-
ment became subject to political
manipulation. After gaining cabinet
level status in 1829 under Andrew
Jackson, the Postmaster General
served as a major distributor of
rewards to party supporters through
appointments to thousands of post-
master positions. Postmasters were
often, therefore, important political
activists and local organizers for the
party in power. The political vulner-
ability of the postmaster positions, as
well as their large numbers, made
them major targets in the history of
civil service reform in the 19th and
20th centuries.

Throughout the 19th century, the
postal system served as the principal,
and for a long time the only, means of
long distance communication. It
provided both a physical and intellec-
tual link between great distances as
the nation expanded across the
continent. In the process of providing
and increasing its services, the Post
Office Department also influenced the
development of aspects of the nation’s
history other than communications,
including transportation, publishing,
and commerce. Efforts to increase the
speed and efficiency of mail delivery
and competition for government
contracts to carry mail encouraged the
growth of roads, railroads, shipping
lines, and eventually airlines. Con-

gressional franking, special newspa-
per rates, the acceptance of books for
delivery, and free delivery for cities
and eventually rural areas spurred a
boom in the publishing business by
offering inexpensive rates and wide
distribution of newspapers, journals,
magazines, catalogs, and paperback
books. Mail order businesses ben-
efited from reduced rates for catalogs,
rural free delivery, and parcel post
service.

Through the use of flat rates,
stamps and envelopes, registered mail
and money orders, and free delivery
for larger cities, the basic form of
modern postal service had taken
shape by the Civil War. Important
services instituted in the late 19th and
early 20th centuries included rural
free delivery, parcel post, and Postal
Savings. Long advocated by farmers,
rural free delivery, which began
experimentally in 1896 and perma-
nently a few years later, greatly
reduced the isolation of rural areas.
Between 1897 and 1908, local govern-
ments spent millions to improve
roads in order to qualify for rural
delivery service. This service also
resulted in a drastic reduction in the
number of post offices in small
communities, in which commercial
establishments had sometimes been
supported by necessary periodic visits
of rural citizens to pick up mail.
Parcel post, inaugurated in 1913,
provided another great convenience
to rural areas, which were often
unprofitable for private express






