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p. DESCRIPTION - 
CONDITION 

O E S C R l B E  THE P R E S E N T  A N 0  O R l G l N A L  (11 kn-1 P H Y S I C A L  A P P E I R A N C E  

The fol lowing d e s c r i p t i o n  of the  des ign  of the  Norfolk Customs House is 
quoted from William S. F o r r e s t ' s  H i s t o r i c a l  Descr ip t ive  Sketches of 
Norfolk & V i c i n i t y  (1852) and is appropr i a t e  today: 

The des ign  is by A. B. Young, Esq., Government Archi tec t .  The 
bu i ld ing  w i l l  f r o n t  on Main, running back one hundred and t h i r t y -  
f i v e  f e e t  t o  Broad Water S t r e e t ,  and w i l l  be th ree  s t o r i e s  high. 
The f r o n t  basement i s  t o  be used f o r  a pos t -o f f i ce ,  the  ent rance  
t o  which w i l l  be on each s i d e  of the  main ent rance  t o  t h e  f i r s t  
s t o r y ,  which, toge the r  wi th  the  rest of the  bu i ld ing ,  w i l l  be 
used f o r  a custom-house. A porch extending the  whole width of 
the  bu i ld ing  and supported by s i x  columns w i l l  ornament the  
f r o n t ,  i n  the  c e n t r e  of which t h e  main ent rance  w i l l  be. On 
each s i d e  of t h i s  en t rance ,  t h e r e  w i l l  be a n  ent rance  t o  the  
pos t -o f f i ce .  The s t r u c t u r e  is t o  be of g r a n i t e  and is  t o  be 
f in i shed  i n  a p l a i n  and s u b s t a n t i a l  manner, bu t  when completed 
according t o  t h e  p lan  w i l l  be one of the  most imposing and 
showy bu i ld ings  i n  the  c i t y .  

I n  genera l  form the  bu i ld ing  is i n  the  shape of a  Roman temple wi th  a  
pedimented Roman Cor in th ian  p o r t i c o  on the  facade and Cor in th ian  
p i l a s t e r s  around the  o t h e r  th ree  s i d e s .  The whole s i ts  on a r u s t i c a t e d  
base which a c t s  as a podium. A l l  t he  column and p i l a s t e r  c a p i t a l s  a r e  
o f  c a s t  i ron .  The d e s c r i p t i o n  f a i l e d  t o  mention one o f  the  most impressive 
f e a t u r e s  of the  b u i l d i n g ' s  i n t e r i o r  which is a double s t a i r c a s e  of open-wor 
c a s t  i r o n  loca ted  a t  the  end of the  long c e n t r a l  h a l l .  The p lan  of the  
bu i ld ihg  f s  .based 'on a tnbdul'ar 'g r ld  wi th  cast 'ikon ' c o 1 G - i ~  o r  p i l a s t e r s  
a t  t h e  g r i d  i n t e r s e c t i o n s  on a l l  t h r e e  l e v e l s .  

,., i 6 , .  8"" . I.. . n o ,  . i :, ,,;a % a .  " 2  . 
Except f o r  some minor a l t e r a t i o n s ,  mostly on the  ground floor,, t h e  
Wbildlng' sbntibee"in $obd 'condltkon.' ' ' 
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I T A T E W E N T  OF  S I G N I F I C A N C E  

In 1850 a general appropriation bill passed by the United States Congress 
provided fifty thousand dollars for the construction of a new customs 
house in the city of Norfolk, a building greatly needed "in consequence 
of the dilapidated condition of the old one, and the anticipated increase 
in the commerce of the port." In 1852, when construction was &out to 
begin, the appropriation was increased to one hundred thousand dollars. 
The designs for the building were supplied by h i  B. Young (1798-1874), 
one of the most prominent and prolific American architects of the 
period. Young had been appointed Supervising Architect of the U. S. 
Government Office of Construction in 1852, and in the eight years he 
held the position he supplied designs for some seventy important 
government buildings throughout the country. His style ranged from the 
Greek Revival through the Italianate and to a more purely classic style 
which recalled the Palladianism of eighteenth-century England. The 
Norfolk Custpms House is probably the most characteristic and ambitious 
example of ~oung'r latter style. As with most of Young's buildin-,, 
the Customs House, with its free and imaginative use of stone and metal, 
is an early essay in fireproof construction. 

Virtually unaltered since its complet,ion in 1859, the Norfolk C&t~toma 
House is a major architectural landmark for the city of Norfolk by an 
architect of national prominence. 
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