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Built in 1872 by the heirs of Humphrey Griffith, a 
leading pioneer businessman, the Griffith Block has 
housed a variety of retail establishments during its 
long history. In the late 1800s and early 1900s. the 
editorial offices of the Indianapolis News were located 
in the block. The third and fourth floors contained 
lodge meeting rooms, used by several fraternal orders 
and labor unions. 

Architecturally, the Griffith Block is one of a few 
surviving examples in the city of a facade designed in 
the "Venetian Commercial Italianate" style, popular in 
Indianapolis during the 1870s. It is one of the very 
few surviving nineteenth century buildings with a 
limestone facade ("Washington Street Retail Mall 
Project: Inventory of Properties Declared Eligible or 
Potentially Eligible for the National Register of 
Historic Places," Indianapolis Historic Preservation 
Commission, April 29, 1980, p.4, typewritten & 
unpublished). 



PART I. HISTORICAL INFORMATION 

A. Physical History: 
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1. Date of erection: 1872. according to historical photographs 
of the Griffith Block that depict the building with its 
pedimented parapet intact, bearing the legend "Griffith 
Block 1872" in the tympanum. 

2. Architect: Unknown. 

3. Original and subsequent owners: The first owner of the 
property upon which the Griffith Block stands, was Humphrey 
Griffith, who purchased it in 1831. Griffith died in 1870 
and his heirs constructed the building in 1872. They sold 
the eastern half of the building to Delavan Smith in 1911. 
The Griffith heirs sold the western half of the building to 
Mabel B. Sipe in 1922. The Sipe heirs owned the western 
half until selling it to the City of Indianapolis in 1989. 
The eastern half was sold by Delavan Smith to Warren G. 
Fairbanks in 1920 who sold it to Meier S. Block in 1922. 
After Block's death in 1967, the eastern half was purchased 
in 1968 by the Schoenbrod family in partnership with Phyllis 
and Charles Shane. In 1977 the recorded owners were Phyllis 
Shane and Merchants National Bank and Trust Company. The 
following year, Phyllis and Charles Shane were the recorded 
owners. In 1985 Si-Roose, Inc., a subsidiary of Melvin 
Simon Associates, purchased the eastern half. Si-Roose, Inc. 
sold it to the City of Indianapolis in 1989, making the City 
of Indianapolis the sole owner of the building {Deed Books, 
Marion County Recorder's Office, Indianapolis, Indiana 
1831-1989). 

4. Builder, contractor, suppliers: Unknown 

5. Original plans and construction: Original plans for the 
Griffith Block have not been located after searches of local 
archives and public building records. The Sanborn Insurance 
Maps of Indianapolis, Indiana for 1887 (Volume 2, p.41) is 
the earliest document showing construction information about 
the building. It notes the skylights, 16-inch brick walls, 
the center load-bearing walls and the 31 windows on the east 
elevation. "Society Hall" is noted for the third and fourth 
floors. 
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6. Alterations and additions: The Griffith Block has under~one 
a number of alterations that have drastically altered the 
interior and exterior of the first and second floors and the 
parapet. A study of historic photographs and the chain of 
title offer clues as to when alterations were made. In 1910 
the store front of the eastern half was remodeled for the 
Dove-Hopkins Company, a clothing store (Mechanic's Lien, 
Book 64, Marion County Recorder's Office, Indianapolis). 
The remodeling entailed removal of the decorated stone piers 
and the addition of display windows with a centered entrance 
and a prism-glass transom. By the 1920s the storefront of 
the western half was also remodeled. A series of mechanic's 
liens are recorded in March 1930 for the eastern half of the 
building for the Sally Frock Shop, a women's clothing store 
(Book 217, Marion County Recorder's Office}. A mechanic's 
lien is recorded again in 1957, for the eastern half (Book 
200, Marion County Recorder's Office). The decorative 
alterations to the second floor, completely covering the 
surface and further changing the first floor and interiors 
took place in the 1950s and 1960s. The interiors continued 
to be altered into the 1970s, judging by the materials. 

B. Historical Context: 

The Griffith Block was constructed in 1872 by the heirs of Humphrey 
Griffith (1791-1870), a native of Wales and an Indianapolis pioneer 
citizen. He was the first resident watch and clock maker in 
Indianapolis and opened the city's first jewelry shop (Jacob P. 
Dunn, Greater Indianapolis, Chicago: Lewis Publishing Co., 1910, 
II:1009). Griffith purchased the lot from the federal land agent in 
1831 (Deed Book C, Marion County Recorder's Office). The building 
appears to have been built as an investment rental property. 
Numerous commercial tenants occupied the first two floors, while 
unions, lodges and clubs rented the meeting rooms and halls above on 
the third and fourth floors. The 1898 Indianapolis City Directory 
(R.L. Polk & Co.) records "Red Men's Hall, St. George's Hall, and 
Templeton Hall" in the Griffith Block. 

An important tenant was the newspaper The Indianapolis News from 1904 
to 1910. The paper occupied the space before and during the 
construction of its ten-story office building in 1910 immediately to 
the east (Samuel A. Roberson & Associates., "Indianapolis News 
Building," National Register of Historic Places Inventory- Nomination 
Form, listed March 1, 1984). 
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A lon~-term tenant from 1917 to 1930 was the E. J. Gausepohl & Co .. a 
dealer in trunks and leather goods. Peoples Dentists occupied the 
second floor from at least 1919 to the mid-1950s, followed by another 
dentist to the mid-1970s. The Sally Frock Shop occupied the first 
floor from 1930 until after World War Two. A number of shoe and 
clothing stores occupied the first floor retail areas. By the 1920s 
labor unions had displaced lodges in the top two floors. However, by 
1947 no unions were present and the upper floors were used by music 
and dance classes. Beginning in 1961 the eastern half was occupied 
by two diamond brokers until 1986. 

Since its construction in 1872 the Griffith Block has contributed to 
the commercial importance of Washington Street. In its 118 years of 
existance the building was host to a myriad of businesses and 
organizations. 

PART II. ARCHITECTURAL INFORMATION 

A. General Statement: 

1. Despite the unsympathetic storefront remodeling of the last 
three decades. the Griffith Block has survived its 118 years 
with a surprising amount of historical-fabric intact. The 
building is one of the very few surviving nineteenth-century 
commercial buildings with a limestone facade. This 
sophisticated facade includes a round-arched arcade 
separated by classical columns and topped by a limestone 
entablature. This is unusual for its time and even more so 
in its survival as most of its contemporaries had brick 
facades with wooden or stamped sheet-metal entablatures. 
The third and fourth floors of the facade and the 
entablature still convey the beauty of its original Venetian 
Italianate Style. The third and fourth floor interiors 
remain virtually intact from 1872 including doors, transoms, 
floor plan, decorative plaster ceilings, and an ornate 
stairway with wrought and cast-iron detailing. 

2. Condition of fabric: With the exception of the 
unsympathetic alterations, the historic fabric of the 
Griffith Block is in fair condition as it has suffered from 
neglect and a lack of maintenance. 



B. Description of Exterior: 
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1. Overall dimensions: The Griffith Block is a four-story 
structure 45 feet wide and 120 feet long. It occupies two 
full lots from Washington Street north to the Court Street 
alley. It is bounded by a two-story building on the west 
and the Bird Street alley on the east (Centre Venture). 

2. Foundation: The foundation of the Griffith Block is a 
coursed rubble limestone of unknown thickness. Two courses 
of limestone and the rock-faced watertable are exposed on 
the east and north elevations. 

3. Walls: 

a. South elevation: 

The south elevation faces West Washington Street and is 
the main facade of the Griffith Block. The first two 
floors have been drastically altered with the covering 
and the destruction of ornamental facade detailing. The 
first floor has two storefronts flanking a centered 
recessed single-door which opens onto the stairway. The 
first floor piers are covered with sheet-metal panels. 
The second floor has two different sheet-metal coverings 
and designs. The eastern half is blank, serving as a 
backdrop to a large neon and back-lighted sign. The 
western half is pierced in the midsection by a 
horizontal, bank window infilled with glass block and 
pierced by three, clear, single-paned windows. Both of 
these sheet-metal fronts terminate at the moulded belt 
course marking the third floor. 

The third and fourth floors and the entablature are 
intact and have suffered no alteration except for the 
removal of the windows, infilled with plywood panels. 
These two levels are identical in their design, material 
and details. Five bays are articulated by piers. The 
bays are then divided into two, identical, round-arched 
openings separated by a Corinthian column on the third 
floor and an Ionic column on the fourth. A moulded belt 
course with sculptered consols and corbels separate the 
two floors. Above the fourth floor is a limestone 
entablature with a paneled frieze, decorated brackets, a 
decorated architrave and cornice. The parapet is now 
faced with plain, smooth, limestone panels. 



b. East elevation: 
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The four-story, east elevation facing the Bird Street 
alley is brick faced. From the second through fourth 
floors, there are nine openings approximately four feet 
by nine feet with an average spacing of about 13 feet. 
All have segmented arches and limestone sills and are 
boarded up with plywood panels. One of these openings, 
at each level, is a door to the steel fire escape located 
on this facade. There are no openings to this alley on 
the first floor (Centre Venture). The original 
first-floor opening were enlarged with iron-beam lintels, 
but these openings have since been bricked up. 

c. North elevation: 

The north facade is of brick and is four stories in 
height. At the fourth-floor level are five equally 
spaced, segmented-arched windows with limestone sills. 
At the second and third floors the spacing remains, but 
the center window is replaced by a fire escape door with 
a small window beside it and two above it, all with 
segmented arches. A fire escape platform and ladder are 
located in the center of the facade on each of these 
three floors (Centre Venture). 

The first-floor is framed by a cast-iron storefront with 
a lintel, moulded piers and columns which have lost their 
capitals. The bays enframed by these elements have been 
bricked up with no remnant of their doors and windows. A 
steel service door pierces the eastern-most bay. The 
center bay originally was bricked with two small 
segmented-arched windows. 

d. West elevation: The west elevation is blank with no 
openings piercing the brick wall. This elevation is 
exposed only above the second floor as a two-story, 
commercial building abuts it. This wall bears two 
weathered, paint-on-brick signs advertising Burt's Shoes 
and Peoples Outfitting Co. 

4. Structural system, framing: The building is primarily a 
wood-frame, bearing-wall structure. The primary bearing 
walls run north and south through the center of the 
building. At the first floor these were observed to be 
brick. Their construction at all upper floors was not 
determined although some were wood frame. In the basement 
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brick and stone were used as bearing and foundation walls. 
Other exceptions to the wood frame were brick and stone 
perimeter walls, tubular, cast-iron columns at the central 
stair in the upper floors. and brick vaults between the 
center walls in the basement and first floor (Centre 
Venture). 

5. Chimneys: Four brick chimenys rise from the east elevation 
above the roof; three rise on the west elevation. 

6. Openings: 

a. Doorways and doors: Three doorways are at the street 
level of the main (south) elevation. The center doorway 
is recessed from the facade and is flanked by the two 
storefronts, both of which have recessed centered 
entrances. 

The storefront entrances are non-historic with aluminum 
sashes and plate-glass glazing, as are the storefronts. 
The center doorway is recessed and has a glazed wooden 
door. This door opens onto the stairway leading to the 
second floor. 

Doorways in the north elevation are located on the second 
through fourth floors functioning as fire escape 
egresses. A non-historic, steel service door pierces the 
eastern bay on the first floor. 

b. Windows: All of the historic windows on the main (south) 
elevation have been removed from their openings. In the 
case of the first and second floors. the openings 
themselves have been drastically altered through 
unsympathetic remodeling campaigns. The round-arched 
openings of the third and fourth floors are intact, 
framed by sculpted limestone piers and pilasters and 
capped by moulded round arches with two openings per bay. 
The openings are filled with plywood panels. The 
historic windows were one-over-one, double-hung, wood 
sash type. The second floor originally had a pair of 
flat-headed windows surmounted by a segmented-arched 
transom filling the bay. 

The windows of the east and north elevations are 
four-over-four lighted, double-hung, wood-sash types 
filling the segmented-arched openings with limestone 
sills. Most of these windows have been covered over with 
plywood panels or removed. 



7. Roof: 
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a. Shape, covering: The built-up, composition-covered roof 
bas a low-pitched, modified-hip form with three planes. 
Most of the roof slopes six feet from west to east. 
Low-pitched triangular portions of the roof in the north 
and south ends drain run-off water in those directions. 

b. Cornice, eaves: The north and east edges of the roof 
have eaves troughs within the moulded sheet-metal cornice 
continuously running along these two edges. The 
limestone cornice on the main (south) elevation is part 
of an entablature with brackets, frieze, moulded cornice 
and parapet. The original parapet was ornamented. The 
present parapet is faced with smooth ashlar limestone 
panels and limestone coping. The west parapet is plain 
brick with sheet-metal coping. 

c. Skylights: Two skylight structures near the center of 
the roof rise above the rooflines. 

C. Description of Interior: 

1. Floorplans: 

a. First floor and basement: The floor plans at these two 
levels are divided into three areas. Two commercial 
areas run the length of the building divided by two brick 
load-bearing walls. These two parallel walls create a 
corridor-like cavity, which originally was blocked by a 
series of masonry walls forming cells, probably 
functioning as closets. Portions of this cavity has been 
opened up to function as a corridor or storage space. A 
portion accommodates stairs to the basement. The retail 
space on both floors is subdivided with recent stud-wall 
partitions. The elevator shaft is located near the 
center of the east wall of the eastern section. 

b. Second floor: This floor experienced alterations in its 
floor plan. The east half was reconfigured with a series 
of small office and storage rooms. The west half has a 
number of small rooms and cubir.als installed when this 
area was a dentist's office with a waiting room, 
laboratory and storage rooms. The second floor is 
entered from the main stairs from street level. At the 
top of the stairs is a ten-foot long landing leading to 
the flight of stairs to the next floor. Under the stairs 
is a closet and north of this is a corridor functioning 
as a restroom. The elevator shaft is located on the 
eastern wall of the eastern section. 
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c. Third and fourth floors: These two floors functioned as 
meeting halls and have retained their original floor 
plans. The third floor has four rooms centered around 
the large open stairwell, illuminated by two skylights. 
Several small rooms east and west of the stairwell 
functioned either as closets and storage areas or as 
anterooms for the meeting halls. Restrooms are located 
in the corridor-like rooms north of the stairway. The 
fourth floor is similar to the third with small rooms off 
of the stairwell, but has only two large meeting halls 
north and south of the stairwell midsection. The 
elevator services the third floor but not the fourth, 
where the elevator mechanical equipment is located. 

2. Stairways: 

The primary stair connects all four floors of the Griffith 
Block and provides the only access to the upper floors, 
except by elevator. It is located in the center of the 
building with access directly from West Washington Street. 
The primary stairs has cast-iron treads imprinted with 
"Haugh & Co." a local nineteenth-century foundry. 
Cast-iron, tubular, classical columns and decorated 
wrought-iron brackets support the stairway on the second. 
third and fourth floors. 

3. Flooring: Floor covering materials vary depending on the 
uses of the spaces. Carpeting and bare concrete flooring is 
found in the basement. Carpeting is also the floor covering 
of the first floor and the east half of the second floor. 
Sheet linoleum and bare wood floors are on the second floor 
and bare wooden floors are found throughout the third and 
fourth floors. 

4. Wall and ceiling finishes: Partical board, plywood paneling 
and drywall are the surface materials of the west half of 
the basement. The east half is unfinished with exposed 
rubble limestone walls and exposed wooden joists and 
flooring in the ceiling. The first floor on both sides has 
been extensively remodeled with drywall and paneling on the 
walls and suspended ceilings above. Plaster is exposed only 
in the rear storage areas. The street-level stairway to the 
second floor has plaster walls and ceilings. The second 
floor's eastern half has been extensively remodeled with 
paneling and suspended ceilings. The western half and the 
stairway have plastered surfaces added to the third and 
fourth floors. All plastered surfaces have been painted. 



5. Openings: 
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a. Doorways and doors: All historical doors and doorways in 
the basement and first floor level have been lost. Some 
have survived on the second floor, but all are intact and 
in place on the third and fourth floors. The frame trim 
is typically Italiante in style with deep, wide 
moulding. The doorways accommodate moulded, six-panel 
doors with four-light casement transoms. The large 
transoms fed light and air from the central skylighted 
stairwell. 

b. Windows: Most of the historical exterior windows have 
been removed with the window opening infilled with 
plywood. Two four-over-four lighted, wood-sash, double
hung windows are still in place on the north elevation, 
at the second floor level. 

Interior four-over-four, double-hung, wood-sash windows 
allow natural light from the skylights into the rooms on 
the third and fourth floors. The moulded trim, typical 
of the Italinate Style, is intact around all windows of 
the fourth and third floors and some on the second floor. 

6. Decorative features and trim: Decorative elements include 
the turned wooden stair balustrade on the second. third and 
fourth floors. The third and fourth floors have intact 
decorated plaster ceilings with moulding finial drops and 
medallions in the meeting rooms on those floors. The most 
elaborate plaster work is in the ceilings of the two large 
ballrooms on the fourth floor. 

7. Hardware: All of the surviving historic doors on the 
second, third and fourth floors have retained their original 
hardware of hinges, knobs and locks. 

8. Mechanical equipment: 

a. Heating, air conditioning, ventilation: The primary heat 
source for the building is city steam, although an air 
handler is located in the basement on the west side. The 
cooling for the upper floors is supplied by units located 
on the third floor in the northeast corner. The first 
floor is cooled by units located in the northeast corner 
(Centre Venture). 
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b. Lighting: Light fixtures throughout the building are 
non-historic or non-original including the recessed 
florescent lighting of the retail and off ice space of the 
basement, first and second floors. The light fixtures 
found in the west half of the second floor and on the 
third and fourth floors consist of suspended florescent 
lights or single, bare, incandescent bulbs 

c. Plumbing: Plumbing fixtures date 
basement and second floor levels. 
century toilet room, with urinals 
the back hall of the third floor. 

from the 1970s on the 
An early twentieth 

and sink, is located in 

d. Elevator: An elevator on the east side provides 
mechanized vertical transportation to all floors except 
the west half of the basement and the first and fourth 
floors (Centre Venture). 

9. Original Furnishings: No original furnishings have 
survived, however the dentist's chairs and sinks have 

·survived in the western half of the second floor. This 
equipment could possibly date from the mid-1920s. 

D. Site: 

The Griffith Block is situated on the northwest corner of West 
Washington Street and the North Bird Street alley. Washington Street 
runs east-west and Bird Street runs north-south. Directly behind the 
building is the alley West Court Street. The principal elevation of 
the building faces Washington Street which is also U.S. 40, the 
National Road. Washington Street has traditionally served as the 
"Main Street" of Indianapolis, lined with retail businesses and 
offices since the founding of the city in 1821. Abutting the 
Griffith Block to the west is a two-story masonry commercial 
building. Directly east of the Griffith Block, across Bird Street. 
is a ten-story, terra-cotta faced office building, built originally 
as the home of The Indianapolis News. Since 1949 it has functioned 
as the Goodman Jewelry store and office building. Behind the 
Griffith Block to the north, across Court Street, is a three-story 
commercial building and to the northeast is the four-story 
Indianapolis News Mechanical Building (HABS No. IN-222). Nearby and 
sharing the same block with the Griffith Block are the H. P. Wasson 
and Co. Building (BABS No. IN-224) to the east. the Roosevelt 
Building (HABS No. IN-215) to the west, the Rost Jewelry Co. Building 
(HABS No. IN-216) and the Rink Cloak House Building (HASS No. IN-217) 
to the north. Across the street and to the west is the Occidental 
Building (HABS No. IN-211). All of the above neighbor's buildings 
are commercial buildings except the industrial Indianapolis News 
Mechanical Building (HABS No. IN-222). 
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A. Architectural drawings: Aside from some drawings for a 1930 
alteration from the Hugh J. Baker Collection of the Indiana 
Historical Society Library, Indianapolis, no drawings are known to 
exist for the Griffith Block. The Sanborn Insurance Maps for 
Indianapolis, Indiana of 1887, 1914 and 1914 corrected to 1954, and 
the Sanborn-Perry maps of 1898 and 1890, corrected to 1913, record 
some of the structural elements of the building including the 
skylights, stairs and load-bearing walls. 

B. Historic views: The Indiana Historical Society Library's Bass Photo 
Collection contains numerous photographs of the Griffith Block. Bass 
Photos #A395 and #88191-F are portraits of the building. #A395 was 
taken on July 31, 1907 and documents the building's unaltered 
storefronts, awnings and signage with The Indianapolis News as the 
occupant of the eastern half and the upper floors. The H. Reed 
jewelry store is documented as the occupant of the western half of 
the first floor. Portrait 188191-F is a portrait taken on October 3, 
1924 and documents the remodeling of the storefronts and the addition 
of numerous signs mounted on the facade advertising the Gausepohl 
trunks and leather goods shop and People's Dentists. Gausepohl 
occupied the western storefront. The New York Waist Stores occupied 
the eastern storefront, with Peoples Dentist on the second floor. 
Another sign advertises a "furnished lodge hall for rent." 

Numerous dated photographs in the Bass Collection document the 
Griffith Block in its context on the busy retail street of West 
Washington Street in the first twenty-five years of the twentieth 
century. A 1901 image, Bass Photo 1225543-F, documents the Griffith 
Block with H.H. Lex, grocery wholesaler and retailer. in the eastern 
storefront with a paint-on-brick sign on the east facade of the 
building and an Improved Order of Red Men sign projecting from the 
fourth floor. An unnumbered Bass Photo, taken in 1902 provides a 
similar image of the building, taken from the west rather that east 
as was #225543-F. Bass Photo #19983-F depicts the eastern three bays 
of the Griffith Block on August 31, 1910 with a remodeled eastern 
storefront occupied by Dove-Hopkins Company. Bass Photos #31599 
(December 3, 1912), #66244 (April 26, 1919) and #93975-F (October 27, 
1925) share the same point of view from the intersection of Illinois 
and West Washington Streets. These photographs document the 
proliferation of signage on the main facade and painted on the west 
facade. Gausepohl and Peoples Dentist signs obscure the face of the 
Griffith Block in the 1919 and 1925 photographs. 
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This project was undertaken by the Indianapolis Historic 
Preservation Commission (IHPC) in compliance with Executive Order 
11593 and a Memorandum of Agreement with the Advisory Council on 
Historic Preservation as a mitigative effort before demolition. 

Prepared by: 

William L. Selm, Historian 
Indianapolis Historic Preservation Commission 
July 1990 
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