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Report Purpose:
The report aims to present a
series of possibilities that:
• respond to the former
station’s historic significance
• complement the building’s
physical characteristics
• meet the needs of Holyoke’s
diverse community
• provide informed inspiration
to any new development.
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Introduction
Long the center of community events and
processions, the Connecticut River Railroad Station
on Bowers and Lyman Street in Holyoke, MA was
one of the most bustling stations in all of New
England. It became the entryway for immigrants and
entrepreneurs in search of work in the growing “Paper
City.” Not only is the station a significant center of
working class, immigrant culture, but it is also a
wonderful example of the work of Henry Hobson
Richardson, an architect who is considered among
the greatest American architects of the 19th century.
By the mid 1960’s, with a national decline in rail travel
and re-routed local service that by-passed Holyoke,
the former station lost its original use, and some of
its luster. With the 2009 purchase of the building
by Holyoke Gas and Electric, and the prospect of
new rail service to the city there are now renewed
opportunities for redeveloping this historic property.
This report explores potential new uses and suggests
strategies for transforming the former station into the
keystone of Holyoke’s Innovation District. The station
could serve as the centerpiece for a reinvented Depot
Square area while respecting the unique history
of the surrounding city as an immigrant/migrant
destination. The possible commercial, educational,
community and/or cultural uses outlined in this
report are economically, socially and environmentally
responsible, and can create a unique opportunity to
give purpose and restore life to this important piece
of Holyoke’s history.
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for re-use and identify work needed to make
improvements to the building for new uses.
3. Imagine potential re-use opportunities for the
former station based on known best practices.
Explore case studies in other cities and projects with
similar conditions and criteria, and diagram how the
building’s physical characteristics can support these
new uses.
4. Recommend a series of actions that promote the
flexible re-development of the Richardson station
in Holyoke. Consider the surrounding neighborhood,
opportunities named in the city’s Urban Renewal
Plan, and infrastructure projects currently underway
in the area, including improved connections between
The Flats and Downtown.

Executive Summary
In recent years Holyoke has been planning for the
return of passenger rail service to the city and is at
work preparing the Depot Square area for a future
as a Transit Oriented Development hub. Such a place
would provide services needed by rail passengers
as well as create a livable community with housing,
civic spaces, open space, commercial services, and
jobs—all located within close walking proximity to
the passenger rail stop. As part of these efforts, a
new train platform will be built at the intersection
of Dwight and Main Streets—the site of the original
train depot before 1885 (and the origin of the Depot
Square place-name). Current standards for train
platforms made it particularly challenging to re-use
the former station located on Bowers Street in the
“Flats” neighborhood. Yet that station, designed by H.
H. Richardson, remains an important landmark within
the city and this report seeks to explore optimal new
uses for this historically significant building.
The four primary goals of this report are:
1. Outline the history of the station. Understand
both the architectural and cultural significance of
the building as an important foundation for the
building’s re-use. This could also help in the pursuit
of Historic Tax Credits and other funding sources
that are available to projects that preserve important
historical buildings.
2. Document the existing conditions of the
structure through drawings and photographs.
Understand the physical characteristics, potential

The report first examines the history of the former
station and its significance according to National
Register criteria. By examining the local significance
of the station and then its national significance, the
report both identifies the importance of Richardson’s
design ethos in the history of American architecture
and the distinctiveness of this former station as
Richardson’s only passenger rail station in an
industrial, working class, immigrant community.
The photographic documentation included in this
report captures the beauty and potential inherent in
the existing structure. Although the building has not
been used as a public or gathering place in almost
fifty years the photos show that many of the original
details—particularly the expressive wooden trusses
that support the roof of the main hall—are still
intact. The drawings demonstrate that the changes
and additions made over the last few years are
easily reversible and that the structure’s three-part
organization has great potential for a variety of uses.
Proposed potential uses were divided into four broad
themes: Food Uses, Collaborative Workspaces &
Commercial Uses, Community & Cultural Uses
and Academic Engagement & Educational Uses.
This report emphasizes that many of these re-use
strategies for the building would entail partnerships
or coalitions in support of multiple building users.
For instance, a cultural use may benefit from an
appropriate food use, or a commercial re-use of the
building may benefit from an appropriate non-profit
partner. Therefore the uses described in this report
are imagined as mixed and matched as appropriate
for a successful re-use plan and can provide flexibility
to meet real world market conditions that drive
private interest in partnerships and investments.
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Proposed Uses
c. Commercial Uses
1. Food Uses
a. Restaurant and/or Microbrewery

The former station’s use as a restaurant and/
or microbrewery is considered, and the
adaptive re-use of other train stations as food
service establishments are identified. The
station’s physical characteristics are ideal for a
microbrewery and there is a strong potential to
attract existing craft brewers in the region.

b. Indoor Public Market

The former station is imagined as a public, allseason, indoor-outdoor food market. This proposal
calls attention to the success of food markets in
other adaptively re-used buildings of other cities.

c. Culinary Workshop or Training Center

Attention is devoted to the special need in the
region for vocational training in the culinary
arts, as well as the impending arrival of a casino
in the region, which will create demand at local
restaurants. This use may support similar efforts in
the city and allow those educational programs to
expand into a key downtown location. Adaptive
reuse case studies from across the country
demonstrate that culinary arts schools, given their
needs, are specially suited to historic preservation
projects.

2. Collaborative Workspaces & Commercial Uses
a. Business Incubators

Other cities have demonstrated that bringing
together various entrepreneurial ventures
into one space help improve the success of all.
Incubators nurture the growth of new businesses
by providing support and infrastructure that many
small start-up organizations would otherwise be
unable to afford. The Richardson Station could
provide a shared, physical space that promotes the
cultivation of collaborative enterprises.

While an incubator and/or collaborative
workspace can provide an opportunity to
highlight and encourage new business growth in
the city, incorporating a supportive commercial,
retail or service use into the former station can
enhance the sustainability of the overall project
and address specific community needs.

3. Community and Cultural Uses
a. Community History and Arts Center

The historic significance of the building as an
immigrant destination is a key component of
this proposed use. This proposal also recognizes
the cultural character of the surrounding
neighborhood and could provide special attention
to Holyoke’s multicultural history.

4. Academic Engagement & Educational Uses
a. College Community Outreach Uses

This use recognizes an existing network of
community outreach programs in the many local
academic institutions, as well as their continued
activities in Holyoke. The station is examined as
an ideal conference, classroom and/or temporary
living space for students engaged in communitybased learning.

b. Green Technology Training Site

This proposal recognizes the potential for Holyoke
to become a leading test bed for renewable
energy technology, as well as a hub for training in
green careers. The green tech employment climate
in the Connecticut River Valley is reviewed, as well
as the financing opportunities, which range from
state loans, to bonds, to incentives to weatherize
and install energy conservation measures.

b. Coworking and Makerspaces

Social, collaborative, and informal enterprises such
as Coworking and Makerspace initiatives may also
work well within the former station. These types of
spaces attract creative professionals and cultivate
creative collaborations within a shared working
environment, either an office (Coworking) or
workshop (Makerspace).

The actions noted at the conclusion of this report,
under “Next Steps & Recommendations,” point to
concrete strategies to help identify the appropriate
building uses and include short-term and long-term
steps to move this revitalization project forward.
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PHOTO FROM HISTORIC POSTCARD
OF STATION IN USE
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History of the Connecticut
River Railroad Station
The Station’s Local Significance
In 1885, when the station was built, the Connecticut
River Valley was what one historian has called the
industrial-era Silicon Valley of the U.S.1 The Boston
Associates, the same 19th century entrepreneurs
who invested in Lowell and Waltham, realized the
potential of Holyoke, but it would require intensively
developed infrastructure and immigrant labor. Irish
immigrants played the first major role in the city’s
early infrastructure projects, digging the canals
and constructing the dams. The railroad was also
a key feature in Holyoke’s evolution, preceded the
city’s founding by four years.2 Like many planned
cities, Holyoke’s streets are arranged in a grid, but
the railroad was the first truly ‘planned’ portion of
the city, crossing the river at Willimansett Bridge
and travelling through what became The Flats and
“Tigertown” (as South Holyoke was known in those
years). (see figure 1)

figure 1: Ewing Plan, as originally proposed to the Boston Associates
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figure 2: Photograph of
original train Depot at Depot
Square (looking from Dwight
and Main Streets).

Holyoke’s original train depot, at Dwight and Main
Streets, was a modest wooden structure that served
both passenger and freight needs (see figure 2).
As the city grew, the neighborhood around “Depot
Square” became the city’s gateway and its earliest
commercial district (the urban history of this area
is one reason why Holyoke’s new passenger rail
platform will soon be built at this location). In 1874,
Holyoke was chartered as a City and High Street
began supplanting Depot Square as the civic core.
Yet the area around the railroad depot continued to
thrive as a textile worker immigrant neighborhood,
with a population density surpassed only by
Hoboken, New Jersey and New York City.3
The area’s growing population also presented
challenges. Nearby tenements–built by the Hadley
Falls Company for workers and presently listed on
the National Register–became overcrowded by the
great housing demand during the 1870’s as FrenchCanadian immigrants, escaping famine, arrived in
the city in search of economic opportunities. As with
many 19th century cities, Holyoke faced public health
issues with smallpox reaching epidemic proportions
in 1870, 1873, and1885.4 Even at its most prosperous
era, Holyoke was described as having “more and
worse large tenements than any manufacturing town
in the state.”5
The need for better civic infrastructure was clear.
Since the existing depot was barely meeting the
demands of a growing city, Connecticut River
Railroad Director James Rumrill approached Henry

Hobson Richardson about a new rail station in
Holyoke that would exclusively serve passengers.
Rumrill was an old Harvard friend of the architect.
Though Richardson had already completed a station
design for Rumrill in Auburndale (1881), Holyoke
would become Richardson’s first (and only) station in
an industrial city.6

figure 3: “Emigrants Room” in original early plan

Richardson’s design featured segregated entrances
and rooms, not only for men and women, but also for
immigrants. The “emigrant’s room,” as it was labeled
in early sketches, was likely where doctors hired by
the City administered smallpox vaccinations in a
quarantined environment (see figure 3). The Holyoke
station is the only station of the thirteen designed
by Richardson that contained a separate space for
immigrants. According to historian Peter Haebler,
more than 500 French-Canadians were given the
vaccine the first year the station opened (1885), many
who were intercepted at the station upon arrival.7 By
1890, the city boasted the third highest percentage
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figure 4: 1888 procession and
marching band on Mosher
Street outside of station.

of foreign-born residents in the country.8 The station
became the de-facto “Ellis Island” of an industrial city,
where thousands of immigrants were screened and
inoculated, much like immigrants disembarking at
New York during the same time period.
As High Street began to gradually assume the
character of the city’s central business district,
Main Street and the area around the depot was a
key rallying area for the city’s working class, ethnic
minority enclave. Bands and parades convened at
the station to commence or conclude festivities;
immigrants from Canada associated the building
with their first moments in the United States; lastly,
the station’s telegraph station became a hub of
communication with the outside world and the
meeting place for reuniting immigrant families and
friends9 (see figure 4).

The Station’s National Significance
The depot was constructed in an era of rapid change,
especially in American architecture and design.
Holyoke is significant for its collection of architecture
designed by famous firms like McKim, Mead, & White,
whose “Hadley Falls Trust Company Building,” was
built on the corner of Maple and Suffolk streets in
1926, and nationally significant architects such as
Charles B. Atwood, a prominent architect of the
1893 Chicago World’s Fair, who designed Holyoke’s
High Victorian Gothic City Hall in 1876. Though the
station was built almost a decade before the Chicago

World’s Fair, it foretold many of the changes that
the fair heralded. Influential schools of architecture
in the 20th century trace their roots to Richardson,
including Frank Lloyd Wright’s Prairie School and
Chicago School architect Louis Sullivan.10 In fact, of
the ten buildings identified as the “best” by American
architects of the era, half were Richardson designs.11
Historian James F. O’Gorman concludes that
Richardson’s design philosophy underwent a
fundamental shift after his famed Ames Gate Lodge
in 1880.12 The designs before Ames Gate were
characterized by the verticality and grandiosity
he picked up from his early study of neo-gothic
churches and Roman monuments. On the other
hand, Richardson’s later designs mixed the subtle and
natural with the “quiet and monumental.”13 Though
Richardson toyed with the idea of a clock tower for
his Holyoke design, he ultimately omitted it (see
figure 5).

figure 5: Early sketch of Holyoke Station with clock tower.
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figure 6: Photograph of
station in1888, three years
after it opened in 1885

Such a treatment reflected his evolving development
of what architectural historians have called the
“Railroad Beautiful” aesthetic. Both Richardson
and his clients at the Boston and Albany Railroad
circulated among renowned transcendentalists,
moral reformers, and landscape architects. After
Richardson’s trip to Niagara Falls with Frederick Law
Olmsted in 1875, he developed a new appreciation
for the important role of landscape, setting, and
juxtaposing natural features with architecture.
The station was as much the public’s space as it was
owned by the railroad. Much like city parks, which
retain what Setha Low and Irvin Altman have called
“place attachment,” stations were places to wait,
reflect, meet, and interact. Railroads created new
patterns as the railroad industry, more than any other
industry, ran by the clock and people often gathered
around the station at noon to set the time.14

Setting and Design
Compared to the Richardson stations sited in
streetcar suburbs, the design of the Holyoke station
appears utilitarian, but it was certainly not the
smallest or least costly at an estimated $100,000 in
1885 dollars (approximately $2.5 million today). The
siting of the new station at the time required shoring
up the landscape with massive retaining walls and
a series of cast iron stairs on the north and south
ends. All early photographs of the site indicate that
the station grounds were never landscaped, though

a planting bed was included, so landscaping was
perhaps intended to be included at some point (see
figure 6).
The exterior of the station is comprised of blocks of
granite ashlar trimmed in Longmeadow brownstone,
a preferred material that appears on a number
of Richardson commissions, partly because his
contractors, the Norcross Brothers, owned the
quarry where the brownstone was mined.15 Black
slate adorns the cross gable whose eaves extend
16 feet beyond the walls. The eaves conform to the
Japanese style that Richardson tended to adopt with
his low, broad, and long stations. Not including the
eaves, the station is roughly 38 feet wide and 156
feet long, making it most similar to the Framingham,
Massachusetts Station in design and footprint.
Like most other stations, the ticket counter was
placed trackside with a projecting bay window, and
it also held men’s and women’s waiting rooms, each
17 x 35 feet, with walls of pressed brick, sheathed
about six feet high with oak wainscoting.16 A total
of four office or apartment spaces occupied the
north and south second floor space, and the center
section contained the largest space in the building
– a general waiting room, which measures 72 feet
long by 35 feet wide. The vaulted ceiling in the center
waiting room originally reached 34 feet high in the
center17 (although currently, the previous owner has
separated that space into two floors). The station is
situated on an axial orientation that points towards
the Victorian Gothic City Hall to the rear, and Ely
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figure 7: View of Historic
Districts in Holyoke

Street terminating at Immaculate Conception church
on the other, thus emphasizing two major religious
and civic landmarks in the growing city.
The station is ideally situated to help reinforce the
pedestrian connection between the Holyoke Canals,
the High Street Historic District and the Hadley Falls
Company mill housing (just North of the former
station and converted into condominium housing),
all nationally registered historic districts (see figure
7). Furthermore, it could serve as an ideal point of
interest once the adjacent phase of the Canal Walk
project is completed.

Nomination for Inclusion
in the National Register
The historical review of the station reveals that it has
characteristics of a significant building. It has been:
•
•
•

The gateway to the city for large numbers of
immigrants
A site frequently used by past Holyokers in
community processions and events
An unparalleled example of Richardson’s
architecture uniquely located in a historically
industrial city.

Given these historical facts, the station could be
nominated for inclusion in the National Register
under Criteria C with a period of significance of 18851920, a period that saw the station’s greatest use by

immigrants and other passengers. The terminating
date of 1920 was chosen because it marks the first
year that Holyoke experienced population decline,
and thus represents decreased use of the station
by passengers. The station is currently entered
into the Massachusetts Historical Commission
database (HLY.41), but the inventory forms date
from 1978 and 1971 respectively and contain limited
information about the structure and its significance.
A new inventory form should be completed for
the building in concert with the current owner,
Holyoke Gas & Electric. Holyoke’s Historical
Commission could submit the nomination to the
Massachusetts Historical Commission for National
Register consideration. This nomination is a key
strategic starting point for any re-use of the building
and should be the first priority before proposed
preservation treatments if a redevelopment project
were to take advantage of potential tax credits and
grants tied to the building’s historic significance.
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