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Many of the early builders in Northþ eld tried to establish a sense of stability and permanence in the 
community, constructing solid buildings made þ rst of wood and then materials such as stone and 
brick. Most of the key buildings within the downtown Historic District were built before 1895 and 
many of them remain relatively intact, architecturally. The major changes that have taken place were 
in response to changing fashions in merchandising and perhaps more signiþ cantly in an attempt to be 
"modern and up-to-date." A constant reminder of the historic material existing today is the wealth of 
visually interesting details on these buildings at the roof line which have changed less from the forces 
of commerce and fashion than have the storefronts.

Storefronts
The most important feature of Northþ eldõs commercial buildings is the storefront. An emphasis on 
transparency is created by the use of thin structural members framing large sheets of plate glass. The large 
windows display merchandise and facilitate window-shopping. Below the display windows are base 
panels called bulkheads that are made of stone, wood or metal. The entry door is recessed. This provides 
cover and prevents disturbance of sidewalk trafþ c. The recessed door also visually draws customers into 
the building. Above the entry door and the display windows, and separated by a structural member, 
is the transom. The transom allows natural light into the store, which originally did not have sufþ cient 
artiþ cial light. Often transoms were made of frosted or small glass panels. A cornice caps the storefront. 
The storefront cornice, often similar in design but smaller than the primary cornice that crowns the 
building, creates a visual separation between the public and private parts of the building.

Additional elements may also exist on a buildingõs facade. These include awnings, window hoods, 
brackets, and columns. These elements are used to emphasize the lines and shapes of the facade. Awnings 
were used extensively in the original designs to provide protection from the elements, to advertise the 
business name, and to add color and interest to the historic streetscape.

BASIC ARCHITECTURAL DESIGN IN NORTHFIELD

Turn-of-the-century photograph of the Northþ eld 
News Building, 311 Division Street. 

Large expanses of plate glass were commonly used to 
provide day-lighting and accommodate ample 

display. Note the verticality of the original 
storefront fenestration. 
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Historic Building Types in Northþ eld

The Boomtown Block
Boomtown architecture refers to the 1-2 story, woodframe commercial buildings built in the late 19th 
century, which lacked the detailing of a formal style. The Boomtown type usually has a false front upper-
facade that conceals the true rooÿ ine, giving the building the appearance of more mass, epitomizing the 
minimum of style, and the maximum of utility. A remaining example of this style is the structure at 301 
Water Street South. The original wooden false front is now covered with a metal siding.

The Two-Part Commercial Block
The most common building type in Downtown Northþ eld is the two-part commercial block. This building 
type, ranging from two to three stories, has a distinct separation between the þ rst level, or public space, 
and the upper stories, or private spaces. The lower level of this building type is generally commercial 
in nature: a store, restaurant, walk-in ofþ ce, etc. The upper level is generally private in nature: living 
quarters, ofþ ces, meeting rooms, etc. This commercial block type, dating from Roman antiquity and 
common during the late middle-ages, was prevalent in the United States from the 1850s to the 1950s. A 
good example of this building type is the Nutting Block at 220 Division Street South.

The One-Part Commercial Block
The one-part block is essentially the storefront level of the two-part commercial block without the private 
quarters above the store. This building type was sometimes developed as speculative retail development 
on land of lower value. During the Victorian era and the early twentieth century, the one-part commercial 
block often housed a bank or other þ nancial institution. In downtown Northþ eld, this type is represented 
historically by the State Bank Building at 311 Water Street South, constructed in 1910.

Arcaded Block
The arcaded block is distinguished by a series of arched openings on a long elevation. Derived 
from the arcaded porches of the Renaissance, this type was generally built during the early twen-
tieth century; however, in Northþ eld þ ne examples predate the turn-of-the-century. The arcaded 
block is illustrated in Northþ eld by the Scriver Building at 22 Bridge Square, constructed in 1868, 
and the original design of the old City Hall at 302 Division Street South, constructed in 1876.




