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NARRATIVE DESCRIPTION 

Summary Desc r ip t i on  

The former Salem Post O f f  i c e  i s  loca ted a t  103 East Main S t ree t  i n  Salem, 
V i r g i n i a .  The south- fac ing post  o f f i c e  was b u i l t  i n  1922-23 and i s  a one- 
s t o r y ,  Georgian Rev i va l - s t y l e  b u i l d i n g  w i t h  b r i c k  w a l l s  l a i d  i n  f ive-course 
American bond. The b u i l d i n g  has a symmetrical f ive-bay facade w i t h  a 
pedimented en t r y ,  an asphal t -sh ingled h i p  r oo f  t h a t  conta ins an a t t i c  s t o r y ,  
and rear  add i t i ons  da t i ng  t o  the  1950s, 1960s, and 1989-91. S i g n i f i c a n t  
i n t e r i o r  fea tu res  inc lude  a lobby w i t h  s k y l i g h t ,  a  s p i r a l  s t a i r ,  and many 
o r i g i n a l  f i x t u r e s  and fu rn i sh ings .  The pos t  o f f i c e  was decommissioned i n  
1985 and converted i n t o  d o c t o r ' s  o f f i c e s  i n  1989-91. The former Salem Post 
O f f i c e  stands i n  the  h i s t o r i c  Salem downtown, surrounded by nineteenth- and 
twent ie th-century commercial and i n s t i t u t i o n a l  bu i l d i ngs ,  i n c l ud i ng  the  
Nat ional  R e g i s t e r - l i s t e d  Salem Presbyter ian Church. 

Resource Count 

Con t r i bu t ing  resources ( w i t h  date and resource type)  i n  the  nominated area 
inc lude:  

1 .  Post O f f i c e  (1922-23, l a t e r  add i t i ons )  ( b u i l d i n g )  

Bu i l d ing :  E x t e r i o r  

The massing and d e t a i l i n g  o f  the former Salem Post O f f i c e  are i n d i c a t i v e  o f  
the  Georgian Reviva l  s t y l e .  A sense o f  monumentality i s  created by the  one- 
s to ry  facade, which measures s l i g h t l y  over 21' from the  f i r s t  f l o o r  l e v e l  
(expressed on the  e x t e r i o r  by a l imestone water t a b l e )  t o  the  top  o f  the  
parapet. Below t h e  aforementioned water t a b l e  a t  t he  base o f  the  b u i l d i n g  
are a number o f  rec tangu lar  barred windows t h a t  p rov ide  l i g h t  t o  the  
basement. A t  t he  west corner o f  t he  f r o n t  facade i s  a brownstone corner 
stone bear ing the  i n s c r i p t i o n  * A .  W. MELLON/SECRETARY OF THE TREASURY/JAMES 
A .  WETMORE/ACTING SUPERVISING ARCHITECT/1922." 

A t  the  center o f  t h e  facade i s  the  main e n t r y ,  f lanked by f l u t e d  Dor ic  
p i l a s t e r s  and surmounted by a Dor ic  f r i e z e  w i t h  t r i g l y p h s  and a d e n t i l a t e d  
pediment. The p i  l a s t e r s ,  f r i e z e ,  and pediment are o f  wooden cons t ruc t i on  
painted white.  Underneath the  f r i e z e  i s  t h e  i n s c r i p t i o n  "OLD POST OFFICE" 
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i n  i nc i sed  gold l e t t e r i n g . '  The o r i g i n a l  wood and g lass  f r o n t  doors and 
transom were replaced i n  t h e  mid- twent ie th century  by aluminum doors; a  
transom and doors s i m i l a r  t o  the  o r i g i n a l  were i n s t a l l e d  dur ing  the  1989-91 
r e h a b i l i t a t i o n .  The two twelve-over-twelve-sash windows t o  each s ide  o f  the  
main en t r y  (and the  t h ree  windows on the  east  and west e l eva t i ons )  are s e t  
i n t o  shal low round-arched recesses. 

Def in ing  the  top o f  t h e  facade i s  a  parapet formed o f  a l t e r n a t i n g  balust rade 
sec t ions  and b r i c k  panels;  below the  parapet i s  a  co rn i ce  w i t h  f r e t  bed 
molding. The balust rades and corn ice  are o f  wooden cons t ruc t i on  pa in ted  
whi te .  R is ing  behind the  parapet i s  a  h i p  roo f  t h a t  conta ins  a  f unc t i ona l  
a t t l c  s t o r y .  O r i g i n a l l y  the  s ides  o f  the  r oo f  were sheathed i n  green s l a t e  
sh ingles;  the almost f l a t  t op  o f  the  roo f  was sheathed i n  composit ion 
roo f ing .  Now both t h e  s ides  and top  o f  the  r oo f  a re  sheathed i n  composit ion 
sh ingles.  On the  n o r t h  s i de  o f  the  roo f  i s  a  long shed dormer. A t  the  peak 
o f  the  roo f  i s  a  gabled metal and g lass s k y l i g h t .  Next t o  the  s k y l i g h t  i s  
a  b r i c k  furnace stack.  

The 1950s. 1960s, and 1989-91 add i t i ons  t o  the  rea r  o f  t he  b u i l d i n g  were 
designed t o  harmonize w i t h  the  s t y l i n g  o f  t he  o r i g i n a l  sec t ion .  These 
a d d ~ t ~ o n s  are  o f  f i ve-course  American bond b r i c k  cons t ruc t i on  and are lower 
than the  o r i g i n a l  sec t ion .  Above the  twelve-over-twelve-sash windows on the  
east  and west elevations o f  the  1950s a d d i t i o n  are  c l a s s i c a l l y - i n s p i r e d  wh i te  
marble panels. A smal l  p r o j e c t i n g  ma i l i ng  ves t i bu l e  was removed from the  
rea r  e l eva t i on  o f  t h e  pos t  o f f i c e  when the  1950s a d d i t i o n  was made. On the  
west s ide  of the  1950s a d d i t i o n  i s  an outdoor s t a i r  we l l  leading t o  the  
basement. On the eas t  s i d e  of the  1950s a d d i t i o n  i s  a  modern metal crane 
used t o  move f u rn i sh i ngs  t o  and from the  a t t i c  s t o r y .  

The 1960s and 1989-91 add i t i ons  form the  rea r  ( n o r t h )  e leva t ion  o f  the  
b u i l d i n g .  This e l e v a t i o n  has f i v e  p a i r s  o f  s ix -over -s ix  sash windows ( t h r e e  
o f  which were fo rmer ly  load ing  dock doors) ,  an e n t r y  w i t h  s i d e l i g h t s ,  and a  
p o r t i c o  w i t h  c y l i n d r i c a l  f l u t e d  metal columns, turned ba lus ters ,  and a  f l a t  
r oo f .  The p o r t i c o  was created i n  1989-91 t o  mask a  handicap access ramp. 
The roo f  o f  the  p o r t i c o  incorporates a  1960s can t i l e ve red  metal awning. A t  
the eas t  end o f  t h e  1960s a d d i t i o n  i s  a  s l i d i n g  g lass  door opening onto  a  
smal ler  porch ( o r i g i n a l l y  a loading dock da t i ng  t o  the  1960s) w i t h  a  1989- 
91 balust rade.  

Bu i l d ing :  I n t e r i o r  

The f r o n t  en t ry  leads through a  small  ves t i bu l e  w i t h  a  marble f l o o r  and e a r l y  
bul  l e t i n  boards and rad i a to r s ,  through a  second s e t  o f  glazed doors, and i n t o  
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the  p r i n c i p a l  i n t e r i o r  space o f  the  pos t  o f f i c e :  the  lobby. The lobby i s  a 
rec tangu lar  space measuring approximately 2 7 '  by 15' i n  s i z e  and 14'-3" from 
f l o o r  t o  c e l l i n g .  The room r e t a i n s  most o f  i t s  o r i g i n a l  f a b r i c  w i t h  a number 
o f  minor a l t e r a t i o n s  da t ing  t o  1941 and l a t e r  years. The lobby features a 
wh i te  marble te r razzo  f l o o r  w i t h  a border o f  black V i r g i n i a  marble and p ink  
Tennessee marble, a p ink  Tennessee marble base board, a paneled oak wainscot 
w i t h  a molded c h a i r  r a i l ,  and p las te red  wa l l s  and c e i l i n g  w i t h  a molded 
p l a s t e r  cove corn ice .  I n  the  center  o f  the  ce i  1 i ng  a re  g lass panes t h a t  
fo rmer l y  d i r ec ted  day l i g h t  i n t o  the  lobby from the  s k y l i g h t  above ( these 
g lass panes have been f l o o r e d  o v e r ) .  Day l i g h t  then f i l t e r e d  from the  
b r i g h t l y - l i t  lobby I n t o  ad j o i n i ng  spaces through la rge  pivoted-sash obscure- 
g lass  windows s e t  i n t o  the upper halves o f  the  lobby w a l l s  ( these windows now 
have opaque back1 ngs ) . 
The lower halves o f  the  lobby w a l l s  a re  taken up by doorways i n t o  ad jo ln lng  
spaces, banks o f  metal and g lass  lock  boxes, l e t t e r  and parce l  drops, a 
d i r e c t o r y  i n  a glass case, and a counter window w i t h  a brass g r i  1 l e .  The 
o r ~ g i n a l  doorways lead t o  the  former postmaster 's o f f i c e ,  the  former 
janitor's c l ose t ,  and the  basement s t a i r ;  two modern doorways lead t o  a 
recep t ion  area and a back h a l l .  The doorways are hung w i t h  wooden doors w i t h  
obscure g lass  panels ( t h e  modern doorways are  hung w i t h  recyc led o l d  doors) .  
Several doors, l e t t e r  drops, and the  counter window r e t a i n  t h e i r  o r i g l n a l  
g i l t  l e t t e r i n g :  'POSTMASTER", SPECIAL DELIVERY", "STAMPS", e t c .  

O r i g i n a l l y  the  lobby had severa l  banks o f  lock boxes a long the  no r th  wa l l s ;  
l a t e r  an alcove was created a t  the  northwest corner  o f  the  lobby t o  
accommodate additional lock  boxes. Present ly  there  are  two banks o f  lock 
boxes on the  no r th  and west w a l l s  o f  t he  lobby. The lock  boxes i n  the  alcove 
were removed a f t e r  the  post  o f f i c e  was decommissioned i n  1985; consequently, 
du r ing  the  1989-91 r e h a b i l i t a t i o n  the  alcove wa l l s  were sheathed i n  high- 
q u a l i t y  wood panel ing. I n  the  middle o f  the  lobby are  two wooden pedestal 
w r i t i n g  desks t h a t  a re  o r i g i n a l  t o  t h e  lobby. The desks have round wood and 
g lass  tops and b u i l t - i n  l n k  we l l s .  Also i n  the  lobby i s  a wooden l e t t e r  b i n  
now used as a magazine rack. 

The o f f i c e s  and work room surrounding the  lobby o r i g i n a l l y  had 14'-3m 
c e i l i n g s .  Dur ing the  1989-91 r e h a b i l i t a t i o n  a second-story storage area was 
created i n  these spaces, and the  former ly  open work room was p a r t i t i o n e d  i n t o  
o f f i c e s  and examination rooms. Despi te  these a l t e r a t i o n s  t o  the  secondary 
spaces o f  the  post  o f f i c e ,  many o r i g i n a l  f i n i s h e s  such as maple f l o o r i n g  and 
h igh  tongue-and-groove wainscot ing surv ive .  Also i n t a c t  a re  the  postmaster's 
o f f i c e  i n  the  southeast corner  of t he  b u i l d i n g  and the  money order and 
r e g i s t r y  o f f i c e  i n  the  southwest corner.  I n  each o f  these o f f i c e s  are 
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re in fo rced  concrete vau l t s  w i t h  lower and upper compartments. The s t e e l  
doors t o  the  vau l t s  bear painted Unl ted  States seals .  Also 1n these o f f i c e s  
are modern metal s p i r a l  s t a i r s  t h a t  p rov ide  access t o  the  second s t o r y .  The 
riorthwest corner  o f  the work room r e t a l n s  I t s  o r i g l n a l  14'-3" c e i l i n g .  
R is ing  i n  t h l s  space i s  an o r i g l n a l  s t e e l  s p ~ r a l  s t a l r  manufactured by the  
A .  M .  Mason Safety  Tread Company. The s t a i r  r i s e s  from the  basement t o  the  
a t t i c  s t o r y .  R is ing  from the basement stairwell t o  the  a t t i c  i s  a  ladder 
t h a t  was used by pos ta l  Inspectors t o  access th ree su r ve i l l ance  sha f t s .  
These sha f t s  enclose ladders accessed f rom the  a t t i c  and are  located i n  the  
postmaster 's o f f i c e ,  the  money order  o f f i c e ,  and the  work room. The sha f t s  
nave one-way g lass  wlndows a t  var lous  h e ~ g h t s  t h a t  p e r m ~ t t e d  pos ta l  
inspectors an unobstructed view o f  t h e  employees a t  work. 

Tne a t t i c  s t o r y  o f  t he  post  o f f i c e  was used u n t i l  1985 as a  swing room f o r  
the pos ta l  employees. S u r v ~ v i n g  from t h i s  o r i g i n a l  f unc t i on  a re  lockers  and 
a  bathroom w i t h  s l a t e  to1  l e t  and shower s t a l l s .  The swing room and the  
former ly  un f in i shed  remainder o f  t h e  a t t i c  were made I n t o  an apartment dur ing  
the 1989-91 rehabi 1  i t a t ~ o n .  The 1  i g h t  s h a f t  below the  sky1 i g h t  was converted 
i n t o  a  s t ud i o .  

The basement o f  t he  post  o f f i c e  i s  u t i l i t a r i a n  i n  character  w i t h  painted 
b r i c k  wa l l s ,  exposed plumbing, 1 inoleum t i l e  over concrete f l o o r s ,  and a  
segmental-arched doorway w i t h  a  diagonal tongue-and-groove door. The 
basement o r i g i n a l l y  con ta~ned  a  b o i l e r  room, a  f u e l  room, and a  j a n i t o r ' s  
c l ose t  as we l l  as add i t i ona l  s torage and work space. One corner  room o f  the 
basement i s  now used as an archives con ta in ing  documents p e r t a i n i n g  t o  the 
post o f f  i c e  and memorabi 1 i a  such as a  s t r i p e d  apron and e a r l y  pos ta l  signage. 

The 1950s, 1960s, and 1989-91 a d d ~ t l o n s  t o  the  rea r  o f  t he  pos t  o f f ~ c e  are 
plainly d e t a i l e d  on the  I n t e r i o r .  The 1950s add i t i on  has a h i gh  tongue-and- 
groove wainscot w i t h  p l a s t e r  w a l l s  and c e i l i n g s  above; a  1 9 6 1  conveyor t h a t  
extends I n t o  the  basement; and a  1989-91 hal lway t h a t  d i v l des  the  add i t i on  
i n t o  two halves and connects the  lobby t o  the  rea r  entrance. Several 1950s 
loading dock doors were enclosed when t h e  1960s a d d i t i o n  was made. I n  the  
1960s a d d i t i o n  i s  a  sweet shop t h a t  was i n s t a l l e d  i n  1989-91. 

S i t e  Features 

Leading up t o  the  pos t  o f f i c e  from t h e  sidewalk on Main S t r ee t  are a  s e t  o f  
steps and a  semic i r cu la r  p la t fo rm.  The steps and p l a t f o rm  are  f lanked by 
concrete and 1  imestone cheeks and two concrete 1 amp post  bases. The two cas t  
i r o n  lamp posts  date t o  the  1920s and have round g lass  globes, f l u ted ,  
tapered sha f t s ,  and Greclan ornamentation. As p a r t  o f  the  1989-91 
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r e h a b i l l t a t i o n  the  cheeks and lamp pos t  bases were given a  rough-cast wh i te  
f i n i s h  and the  de te r i o ra ted  concrete s teps  and p l a t f o rm  were repaved i n  
b r i c k .  The uppermost p l a t f o rm  adjacent  t o  t h e  f r o n t  en t ry  r e t a i n s  i t s  
o r i g i n a l  l i g h t  gray g r a n i t e  pavement. 

Next t o  the  f r o n t  s teps i s  a  concrete pos t  f o r  a  former mai l  box t h a t  was 
i n s t a l  l ed  i n  the  1930s. O f f  the southwest corner  o f  the  post  o f f i c e  i s  a  
f l a g  pole ( o r i g i n a l l y  a  f l a g  pole was mounted on the  roo f  on a x i s  w i t h  the  
f r o n t  e n t r y ) .  Behind the  post  o f f i c e  i s  a  park ing  l o t  t h a t  took i t s  present 
form dur ing  the  mid- twent ie th century.  The park ing  l o t  i s  d i v l ded  i n t o  a  
lower l eve l  ad jacent  t o  the post  o f f i c e  and an upper l e v e l  on Clay S t r ee t  a t  
the no r th  end o f  the  l o t .  The spaces f o r  the  postmaster and o ther  employees 
i n  the lower pa rk ing  l o t  are s t i l l  labe led  i n  black and wh i te  pa i n t .  
Flanking the  Market S t r ee t  entrance t o  the  lower park ing l o t  a re  two 
sandstone p ~ l l a r s  t h a t  former ly  stood as fence posts  on the  M a r s t e l l e r  
proper ty  a t  115  Mountain Avenue i n  Southwest Roanoke; another sandstone 
p i l l a r  and a  bench made from a s lab  o f  marble stand i n  the  yard on the  east  
s ide  o f  the  pos t  o f f i c e .  The posts and bench were placed on the  proper ty  
dur ing the  1989-91 r e h a b i l i t a t i o n  and were g iven a  rough-cast wh i te  f i n i s h .  

Endnotes 

1 O r i g i n a l l y  t h i s  i n s c r i p t i o n  read "U. S. POST OFFICE"; i t was 
changed du r i ng  the  1988-91 r e h a b i l i t a t i o n .  
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NARRATIVE STATEMENT OF SIGNIFICANCE 

Summary 

The Salem Post Office is one of Salem, Virginia's principal twentieth- 
century public buildings, and historically served as an important symbol of 
rhe federal government in the city. Built in 1922-23, the monumental one- 
story brick building with its restrained classical detailing is a notable 
local example of the Georgian Revival style. On the interior are an original 
spiral stair and a lobby with many early fittings. To the rear are additions 
dating to the 1950s, 1960s, and 1989-91. The Salem Post Office was designed 
in 1917 under the superintendence of Treasury Department architect Louis A .  
Simon, but construction was postponed until a Republican-appointee became 
Salem postmaster. Federal policy and national, state, and local politics 
played an important role in the delayed construction of the post office and 
its sudden realization in 1922. Decommissioned in 1985, the post office was 
sensitively rehabilitated as doctor's offices in 1989-91. 

Justification of Criteria 

The Salem Post Office is eligible for listing in the National Register of 
Historic Places under Criterion C in the area of Architecture. The post 
office is eligible as a notable local example of the Georgian Revival style, 
and for the many interesting interior features associated with the building's 
hlstoric function. The p e r i o d  of  s i g r i i f i c a n c e  c o i n c i d e s  w i t h  t h e  Fer iod of t h e  con- 
s t r u c t i o n  of t h e  p o s t  o f f i c e :  1922-1923. 

Historical ~ackground 

Postal service was initiated in Salem shortly after the town's establishment 
in 1802 .' Rai 1 road and industrial development during the late nineteenth and 
early twentieth centuries led to population growth in Salem and subsequently 
to the need for expanded postal service. In 1907 Salem's post office was 
upgraded from third to second class status, and the town's civic leaders 
began to agitate for a new post office building.' In 1912 Congressman Carter 
Glass assured the town that it would have a new post office within the year, 
but local disagreements over where to site the new facility and Treasury 
Department resistance delayed site acquisition until late in 1916.'  With the 



Unlted State. Department ot the lnterlor 
Natlonal Park Service 

National Register of Hlstorlc Places 
Contlnuatlon Sheet 

Sectlon number 8 Page 7 

Salem Pos t  O f f i c e ,  Salem, V i r g i n i a .  

n a t i o n ' s  e n t r y  i n t o  World War I and t h e  accompanying m a t e r i a l  shortages,  
increased l abo r  c o s t s ,  and f u n d i n g  d i s r u p t i o n s ,  c o n s t r u c t i o n  o f  t h e  new pos t  
o f f i c e  was delayed an a d d i t i o n a l  f i v e  years.' 

Federal p o l i c y  and n a t i o n a l ,  s t a t e ,  and l o c a l  p o l i t i c s  p layed  an impor tant  
r o l e  i n  t h e  delayed c o n s t r u c t i o n  of t h e  Salem Post  O f f i c e  and i t s  sudden 
r e a l i z a t i o n  i n  1922. The vears  1915 through 1932 have been descr ibed  as a  
p e r i o d  o f  " re t renchment"  f o r  t h e  p u b l i c  b u i l d i n g  program o f  t h e  Treasury 
Department " cha rac te r i zed  by bo th  a  s t r e a m - l i n i n g  o f  congress iona l  
a u t h o r i z a t i o n  and a p p r o p r i a t i o n  procedures and a  d r i v e  toward s t a n d a r d i z a t i o n  
o f  des ign.  " 5  The retrenchment was i n  p a r t  a  response t o  excesses i n  t h e  
b u i l d i n g  program p r i o r  t o  1915, when incumbent congressmen "seek ing f e d e r a l  
la rgess  f o r  t h e i r  d i s t r i c t s "  promoted t h e  c o n s t r u c t i o n  o f  h e a v i l y  ornamented 
pos t  o f f i c e s  t h a t  were o f t e n  l a r g e r  than  l o c a l  needs warranted. '  These 
f a c t o r s  l e d  Postmaster General A l b e r t  S .  Bur leson i n  1915 t o  o b j e c t  t o  
spending $65,000 on a  p o s t  o f f i c e  f o r  Salem, which then  had a  popu la t i on  o f  
about 4,000. ' 
The even ts  l ead ing  up t o  t h e  c o n s t r u c t i o n  o f  t h e  Salem Post  O f f i c e  i n  1922 
w e r e h i g h l y  p o l i t i c i z e d .  I n  1915, d u r i n g t h e  Wi lson a d m i n i s t r a t i o n ,  Democrat 
Jonn Pete r  Saul ,  S r .  was appo in ted  Salem postmaster .  Saul was a  c l o t h i n g  
salesman who was a c t i v e  i n  Salem's Red Cross e f f o r t s  d u r i n g  World War I .  8 

From 1 9 1 5  t o  1922, Saul worked d i l i g e n t l y  t o  p rocure  t h e  new p o s t  o f f i c e ,  b u t  
u l t i m a t e l y  he cou ld  n o t  overcome f e d e r a l  r es i s tance .  I n  March 1922, i n  a  
' p o l i t i c a l  squeeze p l a y , "  U. S .  Represen ta t i ve  f o r  V i r g i n i a  Bascom Slernp 
arranged S a u l ' s  d i s m i s s a l .  According t o  one commentator: 

"Bascom Slemp, t he  Republ ican patronage d ispenser  f o r  V i r g i n i a ,  who 
was c h a f i n g  t h a t  a  Democrat was s t i l l  t h e  postmaster  a  year a f t e r  
Republ ican P res iden t  Warren G. Hard ing took o f f i c e ,  maneuvered t o  
rep lace  Saul even b e f o r e  h i s  te rm e ~ p i r e d . " ~  

The Roanoke Times noted t h a t  p r i o r  t o  t h e  d i sm issa l  a  p o s t a l  i nspec to r  
" t u r n e d  ? n  a  good r e p o r t  on Saul . . . so another i n s p e c t o r ,  one b e t t e r  t r a i n e d  
i n  p o l i t i c s "  was c a l l e d  i n  t o  produce t h e  r e q u i r e d  un favo rab le  r e p o r t .  10 

Lawyer and i n d u s t r i a l i s t  Edward S .  B a r n i t z ,  "ve ry  a c t i v e  i n  Republ ican 
p o l i t i c s  i n  Salem, was i n s t a l l e d  as a c t i n g  postmaster  on March 6; i n  
November B a r n i t z  was recommended f o r  a  permanent p o s t  by Representat ive 
Slemp. " The s w i f t  movement on t h e  c o n s t r u c t ~ o n  o f  t h e  p o s t  o f f  ~ c e  t h a t  
f o l l o w e d  B a r n i t z ' s  appointment must have served t o  enhance Republ ican 
p r e s t i g e  i n  Salem, a l though ou t -go ing  postmaster  Saul p robab ly  de r i ved  some 
s a t i s f a c t i o n  f rom a d v e r t i s i n g  f o r  b i d s  f o r  t h e  p o s t  o f f i c e  as one o f  h i s  l a s t  
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o f f i c i a l  acts. ' '  The s n e l l  o f  the  pos t  o f f i c e  was completed up t o  the  roo f  
~y August 1922; fu rn i sh ings  began t o  a r r i v e  i n  January 1923; and t h e  b u i l d i n g  
was f u l l y  opera t iona l  by June 1923. I t  i s  noteworthy t h a t  t h e  Salem Post 
O f f i c e ,  long he ld  i n  l imbo by the  a u s t e r i t y  measures o f  the  federa l  
government, was b u i l t  a  year a f t e r  what was a t  the  t ime the  l a r g e s t  d e f i c i t  
i n  the  h i s t o r y  o f  the  United States Posta l  S e r ~ i c e . ' ~  

The res t r a i ned  Georgian Revival  design o f  the  Salem Post O f f i c e  i s  a  product 
o f  the same federa l  a u s t e r i t y  program t h a t  a f fec ted  t h e  b u i l d i n g ' s  
cons t ruc t i on .  Dur ing the n ine teenth  century,  the  s t y l e  o f  federa l  
cons t ruc t i on  o s c i l l a t e d  between c l ass i c i sm  and ec lec t i c i sm.  James Knox 
Taylor ,  t he  Treasury Department's Superv is ing A rch i t ec t  f rom 1897 t o  1912, 
was responsib le f o r  an " o f f i c i a l  r e t u r n "  t o  c lass i c i sm t h a t  character ized 
federa l  design i n t o  the  1930s.14 I n  1915, the  Treasury Department took ac t i on  
t o  curb extravagant pork-barre l  b u i l d i n g  p ro j ec t s  by e s t a b l i s h i n g  a  
c l a s s i f i c a t i o n  scheme f o r  r egu la t i ng  pos t  o f f i c e  cons t ruc t i on .  The new 
po l i c y  encouraged s tandard iza t ion  and r a t i o n a l i z e d  the  federa l  b u i l d i n g  
program by r e l a t i n g  the s i ze  and a r c h i t e c t u r a l  ref inement o f  pos t  o f f i c e s  t o  
the r e c i p i e n t  community's popu la t ion  and annual posta l  r ece i p t s .  Salem, as 
host t o  a second c lass  post o f f i c e ,  was e n t i t l e d  t o  a  "Class C "  pos t  o f f i c e  
charac ter ized by: 

' B r i c k  f ac i ng  w i t h  stone o r  t e r r a - c o t t a  tr immings; f i reproof  
f l o o r s ;  nonf i reproof r o o f ;  frames, sashes, and doors wood; i n t e r i o r  
f i n i s h  t o  exclude the more expensive woods and marbles; the  l a t t e r  
used on ly  where san i ta ry  cond i t i ons  demand; p u b l i c  spaces 
r e s t r i c t e d  t o  very simple forms o f  ~ r n a m e n t . " ' ~  

The Salem Post O f f i c e  genera l l y  adhered i n  i t s  cons t ruc t i on  t o  the  1915 
gu ide l ines ;  f o r  instance, marble and s l a t e  appear on ly  on the  lobby f l o o r  and 
i n  the  swing room shower. The Salem Post O f f i c e  took the  1915 economies a  
s tep f u r t h e r  I n  i t s  r e l i ance  on wood ra the r  than stone o r  t e r r a - co t t a  
ornament i n  the  f r o n t  en t ry  surround and parapet.  The pos t  o f f i c e  a l so  
incorpora ted  standardized gu t t e r i ng ,  f l a sh i ng ,  plumbing, heat ing,  l i g h t i n g ,  
and parce l  drop d e t a i l s .  

Su rv i v ing  cons t ruc t i on  drawings and t h e  b u i l d i n g ' s  corner stone c i t e  James 
Alphonso Wetmore as the Act ing Superv is ing A rch i t ec t  o f  t h e  Salem Post 
O f f i ce .  A lawyer by pro fess ion ,  Wetmore entered the  federa l  c i v i l  se rv i ce  
i n  1885. From 1915 t o  1933, Wetmore served as Act ing Superv is ing A rch i t ec t  
of the Treasury Department, respons ib le  f o r  the admin is t ra t i on  o f  the  
department 's b u i l d i n g  program bu t  l i t t l e  invo lved i n  the  design o f  the  post  
o f f i c e s  b u i l t  by the  department. As noted i n  h i s  ob i tua ry  i n  A r ch i t ec tu ra l  
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F_oyum, 1 i s  a cur ious  f a c t  t h a t  a l though ne i t he r  an a r c h i t e c t  nor an 
engineer, M r .  Wetmore's name . . .  appears on the  cornerstone o f  more bu i l d i ngs  
than any o ther  man's i n  h is to ry . "16  

The i nd i v i dua l  most responsib le f o r  the  design o f  the  Salem Post O f f i c e  was 
LOUIS Adolphe Simon, the  Chief  o f  t he  A r c h i t e c t u r a l  D i v i s i o n  o f  the  Treasury 
Department from 1905 t o  1933. An 1891 graduate o f  M . I . T . ,  Simon j o i ned  the  
Treasury Department's a r c h i t e c t u r a l  s t a f f  i n  1896. I n  1933, Simon succeeded 
Wetmore as Superv is ing A rch i t ec t ,  a  p o s i t i o n  he he ld  u n t i l  1939. Louis A .  
Simon jo ined  the  American I n s t i t u t e  o f  A r c h i t e c t s  i n  1908 and was invested 
as a f e l l o w  i n  1937." Probably most o f  t h e  Uni ted States pos t  o f f i c e s  b u i l t  
i n  V i r g i n i a  from the  1910s through the e a r l y  1940s were designed by o r  under 
Simon. Fol lowing h i s  appointment as Superv is ing A rch i t ec t ,  Simon's name 
appeared on the  cornerstones o f  1930s pos t  o f f i c e s  i n  the  V i r g i n i a  
communities o f  A r l i ng ton ,  C h a r l o t t e s v i l l e ,  Chatham, Marion, and 
M a r t i n ~ v i l l e . ' ~  

The names o f  a  number o f  Treasury Department a r c h i t e c t s  and/or draftsmen 
appear on the  cons t ruc t i on  drawings and s p e c i f i c a t i o n s  f o r  the  Salem Post 
O f f i c e .  The aforementioned standardized d e t a i l s  were drawn by an i nd i v i dua l  
named Woodward i n  1916. Drawings p e r t a i n i n g  t o  the  s t r u c t u r a l  and mechanical 
features o f  the  pos t  o f f i c e  were d r a f t e d  by J. G. Mason i n  1917. Drawings 
o f  the a r c h i t e c t u r a l  d e t a i l i n g  were d r a f t e d  by an i n d i v i d u a l  named McClelland 
i n  1 9 1 7 .  Other drawings da t ing  t o  1922 were d r a f t e d  by an i nd i v i dua l  named 
Simpson and approved by E. H.  E l l i o t ,  super intendent o f  t he  D r a f t i n g  
D i v i s i on .  

I n  the years f o l  lowing i t s  content ious beginnings, the  Salem Post O f f  i c e  
funct ioned q u i e t l y  i n  i t s  r o l e  as one o f  the  p i l l a r s  o f  the  Salem community. 
A t  the t ime the  pos t  o f f i c e  was b u i l t ,  J .  G.  F i t zge ra l d  served as the 
ass i s tan t  p o s t m a ~ t e r . ' ~  Several years e a r l i e r ,  i n  1916, pos ta l  employees W .  
E. Gynne, C .  W. Stoutamire,  N.  C .  Brubaker, and H. F.  Humphreys formed Branch 
No. 1882 o f  t he  Un i ted  Nat ional  Assoc ia t ion  o f  Post O f f i c e  Clerks.  A t  the 
time the l o c a l  branch was organized, t h e  federa l  government was opposed t o  
the un i on i za t i on  o f  pos ta l  employees. I n  some instances management sp ied on 
l e t t e r  c a r r i e r s  and pos ta l  c l e r k s  i n  o rde r  t o  suppress union a c t i v i t i e s  o r  
t o  oust  employees who were a f f i l i a t e d  w i t h  a p o l i t i c a l  pa r t y  t h a t  happened 
not  t o  be i n  power." Considerations such as these, as we l l  as l e g i t i m a t e  
su rve i l l ance ,  may have l e d  t o  the  i n c l u s i o n  o f  su rve i l l ance  sha f t s  i n  the  
design o f  the  Salem Post O f f i c e .  

I n  1940, du r ing  the  tenure o f  postmaster G. A .  Scruggs, the  Salem Post O f f i ce  
was upgraded t o  f i r s t  c lass  s ta tus . "  The pos t  o f f  i c e  was enlarged i n  the  
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1950s (p robab l y  t h e  mid-1950s) and again  i n  t h e  1960s (p robab ly  t h e  e a r l y  
1960s) and a  ma i l  conveyor system l i n k i n g  t h e  basement and 1950s a d d i t i o n  was 
added i n  t he  e a r l y  1 9 6 0 ~ . ~ ~  I n  1974, t h e  Roanoke, V i r g i n i a  a r c h i t e c t u r e  and 
eng ineer ing  f i r m  o f  Hayes, Seay, Ma t te rn  8 M a t t e r n  produced a  r e p o r t  on t h e  
pos t  o f f  i c e  t h a t  suggested severa l  minor a l t e r a t i o n s  t o  t h e  e x i s t i n g  f a b r i c . 2 3  
I n  1985, upon comple t ion  o f  t h e  p resen t  Salem Post  O f f l c e  a t  320 W .  Main 
S t r e e t ,  t h e  o l d  p o s t  o f f i c e  was decommissioned and p u t  t o  pub1 i c  b i d . 2 4  I n  
December 1988, t h e  o l d  p o s t  o f f  i c e  was purchased by Dr .  R ichard  H. F i she r  who 
undertook a  s e n s i t i v e  r e h a b i l i t a t i o n  o f  t h e  b u i l d i n g  i n  1989-91.25 

Rehabi 1  i t a t i o n  

The 1989-91 r e h a b i l i t a t i o n  conver ted t h e  Salem Pos t  O f f i c e  i n t o  d o c t o r ' s  
o f f i c e s  i n  t h e  main s t o r y  and a  l o f t  apartment i n  t h e  former a t t i c  swing 
room. I n  some ways t h e  r e h a b i l i t a t i o n  approached an academic r e s t o r a t i o n  i n  
thoroughness; f o r  i ns tance ,  m iss ing  h i s t o r i c  f a b r i c  such as t h e  o r i g i n a l  
wood-and-glass e n t r y  doors  was r e p l i c a t e d  and two o f  t h e  l o c k  box banks t h a t  
f o r m e r l y  wa l l ed  t h e  lobby were r e t r i e v e d  f rom t h e  main Roanoke, V i r g i n i a  p o s t  
o f f  i c e ,  where they had been taken a f t e r  decommission. The h i s t o r i c  cha rac te r  
o f  t h e  e x t e r i o r  o f  t h e  1922-23 s e c t i o n  and t h e  lobby were preserved i n t a c t  
w i t h  o n l y  t h e  minor a l t e r a t i o n s  descr ibed i n  t h e  t e x t .  Two major  changes t o  
t he  o u i l d i n g  were t h e  a d d i t i o n  o f  a  p o r t i c o  on t h e  r e a r  e l e v a t i o n  and t h e  
i n s e r t i o n  o f  a  second s t o r y  i n  t he  1922-23 s e c t i o n .  The p o r t i c o  was added 
t o  a  non-charac te r -de f in ing  p o r t i o n  o f  t h e  b u i l d i n g  ( t h e  1960s and 1980s 
a d d i t i o n s )  and i t  i s  n o t  r e a d i l y  apparent  f rom Main S t r e e t .  The p o r t i c o  was 
added i n  response t o  l o c a l  b u i l d i n g  codes t h a t  r e q u i r e d  t h a t  t h e  handicapped 
access ramp a t  t h e  r e a r  o f  t h e  b u i l d i n g  be covered. The second s t o r y  was 
i n s e r t e d  i n t o  t h e  secondary spaces o f  t h e  1922-23 s e c t i o n  l e a v i n g  impor tan t  
elements such as t h e  lobby and t h e  s p i r a l  s t a i r  u n a l t e r e d .  The second s t o r y  
was p u l l e d  back a t  t h e  windows and i s  n o t  r e a d i l y  apparent  f rom t h e  e x t e r i o r ,  
as shown i n  t he  accompanying photographs. The r e h a b i l i t a t e d  Salem Post  
O f f i c e  occupies a  s p e c i a l  p l a c e  i n  t he  h e a r t s  o f  Salem c i t i z e n s .  

Endnotes 

1 .  A number o f  i n d i v i d u a l s  c o n t r i b u t e d  t o  t h e  h i s t o r i c a l  
background s e c t i o n  o f  t h i s  r e p o r t .  D r .  R ichard  H .  F i she r ,  t h e  
present  owner o f  t h e  p r o p e r t y  and i n i t i a t o r  o f  t h e  r e p o r t ,  p rov ided  
much pr imary  source m a t e r i a l  and a l s o  i n f o r m a t i o n  t h a t  had been 
r e l a t e d  t o  h im by former  Salem Post  O f f i c e  employees. Salem 
h i s t o r i a n  Norwood C .  M i d d l e t o n ' s  Salem: A V i r g i n i a  Ch ron i c l e  (1986) 
served as t h e  main secondary source m a t e r i a l  i n  t h e  p r e p a r a t i o n  o f  
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t h e  r e p o r t .  V i r g i n i a  Department o f  H i s t o r i c  Resources (VDHR) 
a r c h i t e c t u r a l  h i s t o r i a n  L e s l i e  A .  G i l e s ,  New York H i s t o r i c  
P rese rva t i on  O f f i c e  (NYHPO) program a n a l y s t  Raymond W .  Smith, and 
NYHPO Na t i ona l  Reg l s te r  and Survey Coord ina to r  L a r r y  E .  Gobrecht 
p rov ided  i n f o r m a t i o n  on t h e  Salem Post  O f f i c e ' s  n a t i o n a l  con tex t .  
VDHR a r c h i t e c t u r a l  h i s t o r i a n  John E .  Wel ls  p rov ided  i n f o r m a t i o n  on 
t h e  a r c h i t e c t s  i nvo l ved  i n  t h e  des ign  of t h e  Salem Post  O f f i c e .  

2 .  Norwood C .  M idd le ton ,  Salem: A V i r q i n i a  Ch ron i c l e .  (Salem, Va.: 
Salem H i s t o r i c a l  Soc ie ty ,  I n c . ,  1986): 186, 250, 255. 

3.  I b i d ,  263-5. The o r i g i n a l  0.38-acre p o s t  o f f i c e  s i t e  was 
purchased i n  December 1916 f o r  a  combined c o s t  o f  $9,100 (Roanoke 
County Deed Book 83, pages 597-8). 

4 .  I b i d :  265; L a r r y  E .  Gobrecht,  "Un i t ed  S ta tes  Pos t  O f f i c e s  i n  
New York State--1858 t o  1943--Thematic R e s o ~ r c e s . ~  Na t i ona l  
R e g i s t e r  o f  H i s t o r i c  P laces Inventory-Nominat ion Form, 1986: 8.20. 

5 .  Gobrecht: 8.6. 

6 .  I b i d :  8.15. 

7 .  Midd le ton:  264. 

8. I b i d :  265, 274. 

9 .  I b i d :  246, 285. 

10. Roanoke Times, March 1 ,  1922 

1 1 .  I b i d ,  March 7 ,  1922; November 22, 1922. 

1 2 .  I b i d ,  March 7 ,  1922 

13.  Gerald C u l l i n a n ,  The U n i t e d  S ta tes  Pos ta l  S e r v i c e  (New York: 
Praeger Pub l i she rs ,  1973) :  126. The d e f i c i t  i n  1921 was $157.5 
m i l l i o n ,  n i n e  t imes  t h e  p rev ious  reco rd  d e f i c i t .  

14. Gobrecht: 8.13. 

15. I b i d :  8.18-.19. 
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16. I b i d :  8.23-.24; A r c h i t e c t u r a l  Forum, May 1940: 7 2 .  

1 7 .  Gobrecht:  8.24; American I n s t i t u t e  o f  A r c h i t e c t s  Co l lege  o f  
Fe l lows .  A H i s t o r y  o f  t L C o l l e q e .  ( 1984 ) :  80. 

18. John E .  Wel ls ,  unpubl ished research  on V i r g l n i a  a r c h i t e c t s  

1 9 .  Roanoke Times, November 22, 1933. 

20. Papers a t  t h e  Salem Pos t  O f f i c e ;  C u l l i n a n :  110-13, 118, 122. 
The wors t  abuses were c a r r i e d  o u t  i n  t h e  1890s, b u t  a n t i - u n i o n  
sent iment  s t i l l  permeated t h e  p o s t a l  s e r v l c e  i n  t h e  1910s. 
According t o  C u l l  inan,  i n  191 7 Postmaster General Bur leson " c a l l e d  
f o r  t h e  dissolution o f  a l l  un ions  o f  p o s t a l  employees" (page 1 2 2 ) .  

2 1 .  M idd le ton :  335. 

2 2 .  I n t e r v i e w  w i t h  D r .  R ichard  H .  F i s h e r ,  Salem, Va., February 28, 
1992. 

23. Hayes, Seay, Mat te rn  & Ma t te rn ,  "Pos ta l  Environmental  Impact  
Survey . . . "  (1974) .  

24. Salem Times Req l s te r ,  September 26, 1985. 

25. C i t y  o f  Salem Deed Book 146, page 36. 
















