HISTORIC CONTEXT

The concept of historic context is fundamental to historic preservation [see National Park Service 1983:44717; Derry et al. 1985:14-16].  The historic context study completed by the Pine Island HPC in 2003 established the basic place, time, and theme framework for the downtown survey in a study unit entitled, “Commercial Development” [Vogel 2003:23-24].  The following narrative is based on the 2004 study but incorporates some new information that was generated by the downtown survey.   The purpose here is not to chronicle Pine Island’s business history or catalog the events that occurred at specific buildings: rather, it is to delineate and explicate the most important patterns and forms that helped to shape the downtown built environment from the date of the town’s founding up to approximately fifty years before the present.

The Changing Face of Main Street

From the outset, Pine Island was a planned community and the twenty-first century downtown streetscape bears the unmistakable imprint of traditional American town building.  The first planners were individuals and corporations whose sole aim was profit, therefore the original plat of the town maximized the area of developable land.  There were few constraints on private land development, no zoning, and virtually no public controls over land use and building beyond some rudimentary sanitary and fire codes.  The orthogonal plat, with its mechanically repeated geometric grid of rectangular blocks, straight streets, and right-angle intersections, was itself a microcosm of the government rectangular survey that subdivided the public domain into townships and sections.  The layout of the original town more or less obliterated the rural setting and no land was left as open space except for a narrow strip along the Zumbro River.  The plan assumed that people would move from place to place on foot along footpaths – boardwalks were the hallmark of an established town – and that Main Street itself would be used by wagons and other horse-drawn conveyances.  

Main Street is as old as Pine Island itself and has been the principal public thoroughfare since the founding of the town in 1856-57. The downtown street pattern remains intact from the days of early settlement, though the names of the cross-streets have changed.  To meet the local demand for goods and services, pioneer entrepreneurs housed the first commercial establishments in their own homes, or built small freestanding stores. Early commercial development reflected the importance of the Zumbro River waterpower resource and proximity to the wagon road [see Warner and Foote 1877].  The hub of pioneer era commercial life consisted of an agglomeration of mills, stores, hotels, and shops interspersed with houses and agricultural buildings until the 1880s, when a more compact central business district began to coalesce along South Main Street.  The railroad reached Pine Island in 1878 and gave further impetus to commercial, industrial, and residential building, and by the 1890s the core of the trade and shopping district had gravitated to the four-block area south of the river [see Foote and Henion 1894]. Residential development, characterized by freestanding, single-family homes, spread outward from the central business district in all directions. However, a number of working-class and middle-class families chose to reside within the Main Street commercial district, living in hotels and in apartments over stores.

Downtown Pine Island wasn’t always a streetscape dominated by impressive brick buildings.  In the early days, masonry supplies were hard to come by and the first commercial buildings were simple, box-like, wood framed structures without much in the way of architectural style or ornamentation. Old photographs show a disparate collection of business, industrial, and mixed use properties along Main Street, some of which had the high wooden “false-front” facades characteristic of nineteenth century storefronts [Fig. 2].  Brick-front commercial buildings became the norm after 1870 and only a relative handful of frame commercial buildings were erected after a blaze destroyed most of the stores along the west side of Main in 1886.  Architecturally, the Main Street business district we see today was formed during the great building boom that began in the 1890s and lasted until the 1920s.  As described in narrative histories and newspaper stories, nearly all of the pioneer and early settlement era commercial buildings were razed during this period; a good many properties that were not very old were also taken down to make way for new construction.  

During its heyday, downtown Pine Island was an important locus of trade, commerce, and services, with banks, general and specialty stores, meeting halls, restaurants, liveries, shops, and offices.  In addition to wholesaling and retailing businesses, downtown was also home to several important agricultural product processing and transportation-related businesses, as well as religious, fraternal, and civic institutions.  Real estate investment and construction activities followed the ebb and flow of the national economic cycle, with building activity intensifying in good times and nearly dormant during hard times. Successful commercial development demanded determination and purpose, and was not for the poorly organized or the faint of heart.  Many factors influenced the choices and decisions made by each property developer: ownership and availability of a buildable lot, the amount of funds available for construction, encumbrances on potential building sites, space requirements, current architectural fashion, and the skill of the designer. Most commercial buildings were designed by contractors or by the original owners themselves with the assistance of architectural pattern books – there were very few professionally trained architects working in rural Goodhue and Olmstead counties before the twentieth century.  The design process varied and was probably influenced as much by economic requirements as by aesthetics and design philosophy. In the end, downtown Pine Island is typical, both architecturally and visually, of many Main Street districts found in small towns across Minnesota.

Throughout its “period of historical significance” (1860s to 1950s), Pine Island’s commercial district was a dynamic environment where change was more or less constant. Old photographs, business directories, and newspaper stories provide ample evidence that the downtown streetscape was by no means static.  The use of any particular commercial space frequently shifted in response to changing ownership and economic conditions, or to conform to new business requirements. Indeed, every downtown building façade has probably undergone incremental changes as new owners and tenants found ways to architecturally express their personalities and tastes. Wholesale facade changes and major storefront redesigns were comparatively rare, however, before the middle of the twentieth century. The major difference between historic remodeling and recent improvements is, before the 1950s these efforts were more often done with compatible materials and tended to be harmonious with the traditional storefront composition.  

The impact of the automobile on the downtown built environment was dramatic [see Vogel 2003].  The first important effect of the automobile was the widening and paving of Main Street and its connecting thoroughfares during the 1930s.  The state began making small contributions for the improvement of public highways before World War I and gradually extended aid for municipal roadway improvements after 1920. Concrete curb and gutter and cement sidewalks were installed along Main Street in the 1930s. The flexibility offered by car, truck, and bus transport opened up 

ever-larger areas for all kinds of development: people (and the places they worked and did business in) became more dispersed.  Substantial changes in downtown commercial building character and occupancy also occurred as the result of the automobile revolution.  There was a profusion of gasoline service stations, auto repair garages, car sales lots, and other auto-related businesses. Parking lots and loading docks appeared behind stores. To attract passing motorists, downtown businesses began to put up larger signs, often in loud colors, sometimes illuminated.  In some cases, whole display windows or building walls were covered with advertising signs. 

The transition of Main Street from the central business district serving a rural market into a local commercial strip, begun in the early 1920s, was for all practical purposes complete by the late 1960s.  The same period witnessed dramatic shifts in the town’s economic base and its citizens’ mode of living.  The overall strength of the downtown business community may be said to have weakened steadily since the Great Depression, when Main Street began to lose some of its appeal as a retailing and service center.  Since the end of World War II, the number of wholesale and agricultural-related businesses has dropped significantly and several of the long-established retail and service enterprises also went out of business or migrated away. While many of the old buildings remained, the rhythms of everyday life on Main Street were disrupted.  

Downtown business revival since the 1990s has been patchy – many traditional Main Street businesses (e.g., supermarkets, hotels, movie theatres) still cannot profitably operate here – but the historic preservation ethic has been demonstrably successful in bringing several commercial properties literally back to life. 

Important Commercial Building Types

Commercial buildings include stores, business blocks, and movie theaters; for architectural purposes, the city hall and fire hall are also considered commercial buildings.  Historically, the term store was usually applied to a commercial enterprise that occupied at least one entire floor of a building and offered goods, wares, and merchandise for sale (wholesale and retail). In common usage, a shop or an office occupied a part of a building; an apartment was any space reserved for residential use.  The term business block entered American English in the early nineteenth century and was used to describe a large, ornate commercial building that featured a combination of stores, shops, offices, and apartments.  Business blocks tended to have proper names (e.g., the Opera House Block) and had a more enriched façade than ordinary storefronts. American movie theaters took many shapes; the early theaters in small towns were most often placed in stores or opera houses before the freestanding movie house became popular in the 1920s.

In downtown Pine Island, stores are the most common form of commercial building and have been since the nineteenth century.  The predominant historic building type is the brick-front store.  Sometimes referred to as the “Main Street” style, this type of vernacular building overwhelmingly dominates small-town commercial districts throughout much of the United States.  The historic prototype of the two-story brick-front store first appeared in the towns along the Eastern seaboard in the 1790s and migrated westward with the frontier [see Fitch 1948; Hamlin 1944]; it reached Minnesota in the 1850s and persisted until well after 1900.  Its primary identifying characteristics are the long, rectangular plan with the long axes perpendicular to the street; one or two stories in height, three to five bays wide; brick wall cladding, symmetrical fenestration, and a flat roof with a parapet.  All have flat roofs and show a wide variation in their wall, parapet, frieze, and cornice decoration.  Some of the older brick-front stores incorporate features associated with vernacular iron-front commercial architecture, such as molded cast-iron pilasters, which echo classical and romantic themes. One-story brick-front stores built after 1900 have minimal cornice detailing and some facades are virtually undecorated.

The façades of these buildings are organized around the traditional street-level storefront (Fig. 3).  Although there was always some variation in size and choice of materials, the design of storefronts was standardized from about 1870 until the 1920s [Jandl 1982].  The historic storefront consists of the building’s street entrance and display windows. The entrance is usually, though not always, centered and the doorway is often recessed behind the plane of the front wall in order to maximize display space and draw customers into the store.  The most important architectural elements are the plate glass display windows – designed to make the front wall of the store transparent – wooden bulkhead panels, and glass transoms. 

Although some of the upper facades were designed to complement the storefront, most of the brick-front buildings incorporate mildly dissimilar architectural detailing in order to highlight the difference in function between the first and second stories. Facades with pretensions to artistic style accent the second-floor window sills and lintels and embellish the cornice with brackets, dentils, or pediments; simpler facades may have nothing more than brick corbelling.  A few of the stores and business blocks include a carved frieze or cornice inscription bearing the name of the original owner and date of construction. 
Some brick-front facades incorporate eye-catching decorative features that reflect a particular architectural period or style, though from an historical perspective the buildings themselves are still best appreciated as vernacular constructions.  The most common stylized decorative treatment was based on the Italianate mode, which “became the dominant style for commercial buildings” throughout Minnesota’s Main Streets [Gebhard and Martinson 1977:9] and was popular in Pine Island from the 1870s until the late 1890s.  Characteristic Italianate style facade details include brick or tin cornices with ornamental brackets, decorative brick pilasters, and segmental arch windows.  Two buildings exhibit picturesque Romanesque Revival style detailing in the form of arched display windows with heavy voussoirs, rounded-headed upper floor windows, and imposing entrances.  In terms of stylistic detailing, the downtown business blocks exhibit the widest range of façade ornamentation, drawing upon nearly the whole spectrum of the Late Victorian period design vocabulary.  The Opera House Block is the best example: an architectural guide book described it as a specimen of the Late Victorian period picturesque mode known as Eastlake [Gebhard and Martinson 1977:304].  

The downtown survey identified a single specimen of the modern broad-front store type.  This vernacular property type is associated with mid-twentieth century commercial development and therefore to some extent reflects the influence of the automobile.  The design embraced an open, one-story, brick-front façade characterized by panels of decorative brickwork, brick piers, multiple display windows, and a continuous band of large, transomed display windows.

The City Hall, which Gebhard and Martinson thought was architecturally “uninspired” [1977:304], is more aptly described as exemplifying the City Beautiful Movement, which reached its apogee nationally around 1909, the year Pine Island’s municipal building was constructed.  The City 

Beautiful Movement swept America in the 1890s and 1900s and was roughly contemporaneous with the Beaux Arts movement in Europe. In their historic context, City Beautiful buildings like the Pine Island City Hall illustrate the important reform movement in American architecture and urban planning that was closely allied to the political and social florescence of the Progressive Era (1890s-1920s).  The neoclassical clock tower building form was widely repeated in cities and towns across the country.

Historic Building Materials

The growth of downtown Pine Island was spurred by the availability of cheap, good-quality building materials.  The principal building materials used in commercial construction prior to the 1950s were lumber, brick, clay tile, stone, concrete, metal, and glass. The earliest commercial buildings were wood frame constructions, probably a mixture of timber and balloon framing. The first local sawmill opened in 1856 and by the 1880s local lumber yards offered a plentiful supply of pine lumber and other forest products shipped in by rail.  Good clay for making soft-fired bricks was also locally available, though the railroad was able to supply Pine Island contractors with kiln-burned bricks of all kinds manufactured in Red Wing, St. Paul, and elsewhere.  Hard-fired or faced brick is the predominant wall cladding material on principal facades, with soft-fired or common brick used for load-bearing and sidewalls. Brick veneer, a kind of paneling made of shallow bricks, was often applied to storefront walls for decorative purposes.  A small amount of tapestry, glazed, and molded brick was used for fancy work.  The joints in the oldest exterior brick walls were filled  with soft mortar made from sand and lime, but from the 1890s on, it was customary to add Portland cement to the mortar.  This makes the brick walls less susceptible to weathering, but also makes them more rigid, which leads to fracturing and spalling caused by settling and changes in temperature.

Although stone buildings were quite rare (and none are extant downtown), the locally quarried limestone was an important construction material for foundation walls and footings and a small amount of Kasota stone, granite, and other finished building stone was also imported for building use.  Hollow clay tile was commonly used in constructing non-load-bearing walls between about 1900 and 1940 but only one Main Street store is faced with glazed tile blocks.  Glazed and unglazed structural clay tile, commonly known as terra cotta, occurs only as coping on parapet walls.  Concrete made with Portland cement, sand, and aggregate was not manufactured in the United States before 1874 and was not widely used as a construction material in downtown buildings until after about 1900. Reinforced concrete construction did not become common until after about 1920.  Ornamental concrete appeared as early as 1895 and rusticated concrete blocks (molded to resemble ashlar) were used to dress up storefronts after 1915.  A few historic facades have been coated with stucco, a very durable wall finish based on Portland cement that probably first appeared here during World War I.  In several instances, the stucco has been applied to conceal the underlying deterioration or structural deficiencies of an older brick wall.  

Because of their high cost, architectural metals were used sparingly during the nineteenth century. Stamped tin or zinc was popular for cornices and ceilings; some of the oldest roofs have strips of tin or galvanized steel sheathing under layers of bitumen.  (The so-called “tin” roofing was actually terne, made from soft steel that had been hot-dipped in a mixture of lead and tin.) Cast iron was occasionally used for columns and other decorative ironwork. Structural steel replaced masonry and timber for use in framing after about 1920. 

The development of Pine Island’s Main Street district coincided with several major technological advances in glass-making.  The earliest storefront windows were built with multi-paned sashes because large sheets of rolled plate glass (available since the 1840s) were so expensive. The cost of machine-rolled plate glass, first produced in the 1880s, decreased steadily during the late nineteenth century and as a result the standard storefront display window became almost universal.  Metal store window frames were available by the 1880s, though store windows with wood frames, sashes, and muntins are more common.  Etched glass for glazing doors was an expensive luxury and only a few commercial properties installed small areas of leaded or stained glass.  

Preservation Planning Issues

Downtown Pine Island continues to function as a local retail and service center and retains sufficient historic integrity to qualify as a traditional “Main Street” neighborhood.  Its significance in terms of community heritage derives, in large part, from the relationship of the preserved brick-front facades to each other and their shared historic functions and design characteristics.  Business shaped the built environment – the ongoing commercial use of most downtown buildings provides the context for their preservation and protection.  The entire survey area is zoned for commercial use.

The principal threats to the historic integrity of individual Main Street building facades fall into two general categories: damage caused by natural forces (fire, weathering, flooding, windstorm) and damage caused by human action (insensitive remodeling, changes in building use, incompatible infill construction, neglect, abandonment, vandalism, lack of knowledge). Fire and insensitive remodeling certainly rank highest in terms of the number of historic buildings destroyed or defaced, though the number of landmark properties lost to catastrophic structure fires or “remuddling” seems to have leveled off in recent years. However, lack of knowledge and incompatible infill construction are probably the most severe threats in the long term; fortunately, they are the threats most easily mitigated through strategic preservation planning that emphasizes education and design standards for new construction.
Downtown Pine Island is fortunate in having few vacant lots that disturb the visual appearance of compactness and unity within the historic Main Street district. The vacant lots on the east side of Main north of Fourth Street represent a matter of concern for preservationists: new construction should be contemporary in design but visually compatible with the historic character of the streetscape with respect to height, proportion, setback, texture, and roof shape. Historic reproductions would further compromise the aesthetic qualities of the adjacent historic buildings.

Current preservation planning recognizes downtown Pine Island for what it is – the community’s traditional central business district – and the goal of city policy is to maximize its existing historic character.  The HPC has not advocated a restoration or re-creation of the Main Street that existed in the past.

