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INTRODUCTION

Criterion “B” of the National Register
Criteria for Evaluation states that prop-
erties may be eligible for listing in the
National Register of Historic Places if
they “are associated with the lives of
persons significant in our past.” Persons
significant in our past are those whose
activities have been important to the
communities in which they are located,
to the history of their state, or to the
nation as a whole. The National Register
generally defines “the past” as that
period earlier than fifty years ago, but
more recent properties may qualify for
listing if they possess exceptional
significance.

Three steps are involved in determin-
ing whether or not a historic property
meets Criterion B through association
with an important person. Each of these
steps must be addressed in the registra-
tion form in order to meet National
Register documentation standards.

1. Determine the importance of in-
dividuals associated with the property
being evaluated by gathering informa-
tion on their lives and on the broader
historical context within which they may
have made a significant contribution.

2. Determine the length and nature of
a significant individual’s relationship to
the property under study and to other
historic resources; then decide why the
property is an important representation
of that person’s accomplishments.

3. Assess the historic integrity of the
resource; that is, determine if the prop-
erty retains enough authentic historic
character to convey its significant
associations or qualities.

The following guidelines are intended
to assist anyone preparing National
Register documentation to follow the
steps enumerated above. They fall
roughly into three categories, with some
overlap. Guidelines 1—5 deal primarily
with evaluating the significance of a per-
son under National Register criteria.
Those numbered 6—9 emphasize the
evaluation of a property’s association
with that individual. Numbers 10 and 11
are general standards that must be ap-
plied to all properties after assessing the
significance of the person and the
resource.

Examples follow the discussion of
each guideline, representing types of
arguments and documentation that the
National Register finds acceptable or not
acceptable to justify significance under
Criterion B. These examples, excerpted
from nominations submitted to the Na-
tional Register, quote only the essence of
each argument and important contextual
information, not all of the information
that may have been provided in the
original nomination. Comments follow
each example to clarify the way in
which it illustrates the guideline under
which it is cited.

The use of actual nominations has
resulted in certain biases appearing in
the examples. The vast majority of in-
dividuals discussed in the examples are
male caucasians, and most are busi-
nessmen or politicians. This reflects the
fact that women, minorities, and
historical themes other than commerce
and politics/government have not been
well-represented in nominations submit
ted to the National Register. There are
also few properties associated with
scoundrels, or others whose influence
has been negative, but historically im-
portant nevertheless. We hope that
reviewing this bulletin will encourage
State and Federal Historic Preservation
Officers to nominate properties that
represent a wider variety of individuals
and historical themes.

As of August 1988, there were 8366
properties listed in the National Register
of Historic Places for significance under
Criterion B. This number represents ap-
proximately 16 percent of the total
number of listings in the National
Register. Of the properties listed for
associations with important persons,
over half possess local significance. The
homes of individuals comprise the vast
majority of the properties listed under
Criterion B, with the next four most
common functional types being work-
places, agricultural resources, educa-
tional institutions, and religious
facilities.

Most properties nominated for associ-
ations with significant persons also are
nominated for other reasons, as in-
dicated by the fact that almost two-
thirds of the properties nominated under
Criterion B are significant in the area of
architecture as well as for the area in
which the individual(s) achieved recogni-
tion. The other most common areas of
significance for these properties are
politics/government, commerce, social
history, exploration/settlement, and in-
dustry.”*

* Additional technical discussion on developing
historic contexts, applying National Register
criteria, and other issues may be found in National
Register Bulletin 15: “How to Apply National
Register Criteria for Evaluation,” and Bulletin 16:
“Guidelines for Completing National Register of
Historic Places Forms,” or by contacting the Na-
tional Register of Historic Places, National Park
Service, Post Office Box 37127, Washington, D.C.
20013-7127.



Guidelines for Properties
Associated with Significant
Persons

Discussion and Examples

1. Specific individuals must have made
contributions or played a role that can
be justified as significant within a de-
fined area of American history or
prehistory.

Documentation for every person iden-
tified as significant must identify the
area of history—commerce, explora-
tion/settlement, literature, politics,
etc.—in which the individual made an
important contribution. In order to
determine how important the actions of
an individual were in the evolution of
any area of history in a community,
state, or the United States, it is
necessary to acquire background infor-
mation on pertinent aspects of that
area’s history or prehistory.

The type and amount of documenta-
tion in a National Register nomination
will vary according to the geographical
breadth of a person’s influence (local,
statewide, or national), the area of
history in which a person made an im-
portant contribution, and the extent of
scholarly or public knowledge about a
historic context or theme and the
significance of specific people within
that context. For example, for a local
educator, a nomination should include
basic facts on the development of a
town’s school system or educational
policies for a sufficient period of time to
permit an understanding of the
educator’s impact within that system.
The nomination for a property
associated with a nationally-known
figure would likely require a less de-
tailed explanation of historic context.
This is not because the Register has less
appreciation for local history inherently,
but because the specifics are less widely
known in these cases, and must be
documented as part of the explanation
of significance.

For several reasons, determining the
local significance of individuals is often
more difficult than determining state or
national significance. At any level, a
person’s importance may be determined
in either of two ways. Using the
perspective of local history: one may
begin with the important themes in a
community’s history, and then seek out
those who were instrumental in the
development, fluctuations, and major

events in those themes. Conversely, one
might start with information about cer-
tain individuals, and attempt to deter-
mine whether or not their activities were
important in any aspect of the area’s
history. In either situation, it is
necessary to research both the in-
dividuals and the area(s) of history in
which they played important roles.
Below are only a few examples of per-
sons who would be considered locally
significant:

town founder

author/artist whose works “put the
town on the map”

philanthropist responsible for major
buildings, parks, and institutions in
the community

hero in an important local battle

citizen who began a literary club that
served as an important precursor to
the town library

entrepreneur who developed a local
business into one of the commun-
ity’s main economic bases

developer responsible for the estab-
lishment, growth, and prosperity
of an important subdivision or
suburban neighborhood

politician who secured water rights
for an area

judge or politician whose exceptional
longevity in office, or cummulative
roles in several offices, can be
shown to have had a major in-
fluence on the community’s legal or
political system

farmer whose business acumen or
practical innovations in agronomy
established or revived an area’s
agricultural prosperity

negotiator who played a key role in
maintaining peaceful relations be-
tween Native Americans and white
settlers

reformer whose leadership was a
major factor in bringing about im-
portant political, social, economic,
etc. changes

Associations with one or more in-
dividuals in a particular profession,
economic or social class, or ethnic group
will not automatically qualify a property
under Criterion B. The fact that we
value certain professions or the con-
tributions of certain groups historically
does not mean that every property
associated with or used by a member of
that group is significant. The important
accomplishments of specific individuals

whose significance is associated with the
property must be demonstrated to
justify significance under Criterion B.
For example, those who hold elected of-
fice are not automatically assumed to be
significant in the area of politics/govern-
ment without an explanation of their
significant achievements or influence in
the political history of their com-
munities, states, or the nation.

Some properties that are not eligible
under Criterion B may be eligible under
Criterion A for associations with broad
patterns of history, or for Criterion C
for representing a type and period of
construction.* For example, a district
may be eligible under Criterion A as a
fashionable residential neighborhood
built for and occupied primarily by
wealthy business leaders at the turn of
the century.

When specific individuals cannot be
identified, or the significance of the ac-
tivities, accomplishments, or influence of
specific individuals cannot be identified
or explained, significance rests more in a
property’s representation of a pattern of
history, and the appropriate criterion is
A rather than B. This is true even when
the careers or actions of various in-
dividuals are discussed to illustrate these
important patterns of history. Certain
patterns of development that can be seen
in the lives of a group of persons linked
by origin, class, profession, degree of
civic involvement, etc., whose activities
influenced a community in a profound
way may constitute an important theme
in an area. Still, it is important in such
cases to be able to define the
characteristics by which those con-
tributing to the pattern can be identified,
and to explain specifically how these
people had a significant impact on the
area’s historical development. Specific
individuals should serve as examples,
but unless their activities were in-
dividually important, the applicable
criterion would be A rather than B. If
contributions of one or more specific in-
dividuals associated with a property can
be justified as significant within the
broader pattern, then Criteria A and B
both will be applicable.

The following are examples of
nomination documentation that are ac-
ceptable or not acceptable in justifying
the significance of one or more in-
dividuals under Criterion B.

*See Appendix B for a list of the National Register
Criteria for Evaluation.



Example #1; Acceptable:

Matthew E. Helme, a member of
Huntington Beach’s first Board of
Trustees and its fourth mayor, played
a significant role in the formation and
settlement of this sea side town. He
moved to Huntington Beach in 1903,
living in this house. . . . He
contributed much to the formation
and incorporation of the community
of Huntington Beach. He fought for
incorporation, was elected to the
town's first Board of Trustees,
worked to get that all-important
commodity, water, functioning in a
city system, helped to set up a
modern fire department, helped set
up the city manager system which
still prevails, authored an ordinance
setting up the sale of the city’s first
gas bonds, and introduced a
substantial street paving and lighting
program. . . .

Matthew Helme was pro-
incorporation and felt strongly about
forming a city which would provide
adequate municipally-owned services
for the safety and well being of the
residents. He was one of five persons
elected to the first city Board of
Trustees. The election was conducted
with all write-in votes as there was
not time to print ballots. In the
election of 1912 and 1916, he received
the highest number of votes. On
April 19, 1916, he was elected Mayor
by a unanimous vote of his fellow
Trustees. The Huntington Beach
News reported: “the tribute is a
fitting one for Trustee Helme, as he

has been a member of the board since
the city was incorporated and at the
election of April 19 received the
highest votes cast for any of the
candidates for Trustees. He was
accorded the same honor in the
election four years, [sic] which gives
him a standing in the community that
any citizen might be elated over.” On
July 12, 1916, the City Manager
system in the city was set up under
his guidance and he was Mayor when
the new city hall on Fifth Street was
built (August 1916). He sponsored the
ordinance authorizing the sale of gas
bonds. . . . In December of 1916 he
formed a committee to set up a
municipal water system. He felt
strongly about obtaining more
modern fire equipment and worked
hard toward that end. Gas lights were
placed along Main Street to the city
limits. That stretch of street was
paved. . . . This act recognized the
change in methods of transportation
from street car, train, and buggy to
automobile. . . . Mr. Helme resigned
as Mayor of Huntington Beach in
May of 1917.

Comment: Not only does the nomina-
tion identify offices held by Matthew
Helme, offices doubtless held by hun-
dreds since 1900, it also explains Helm's
distinctive achievements while in office.
It is easy to see both that these are im-
portant contributions to the develop-
ment of the community, and that they
impart a significance to his political ser-
vice not automatically incurred through
merely having served one or more terms
in an elected position.

Example #2; Acceptable:

The district encompasses what re-
mains of the “commercial corridor,”
lining both sides of Main Street,
which began to develop in the 1840s
during Racine’s earliest days as a
Great Lakes port [and] flourished
after the 1880s when Racine was
growing as a center of

manufacture. . . . It contains
buildings which are associated with a
number of . . . “firsts” in the history
of the city. . . .

The earliest commercial develop-
ment in the district was, of course,
the establishment of stores and
workshops to serve the early
settlers. . . . The successful
shopkeepers became involved in the
economic development and in the
government of the Village and of the
City of Racine. . . .

Nicholas D. Fratt and his brother
Francis built the store at 420 Main
(No. 18), . . . [and] operated the
Washington Market, as their store
was called, until 1850. Nicholas was
one of the founders of the Racine
County Bank and became its presi-
dent in 1858. In 1859 he was the state
senator from Racine. He also served
as the president of the Racine County
Agricultural Society and of the State
Agricultural Society. In both 1881
and 1884, he was the Democratic can-
didate for Governor of
Wisconsin. . . .

The first Racine banks were
organized in the district, and during
the period of the Old Main Street

Helme-Worthy Store, Huntington Beach, California, in 1907 and 1986 (1907 photographer unknown; 1986 photograph by Guy Guzzard).






