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A historic Portland 
neighborhood 
looks to its  
historic human- 
scaled development 
and orientation 
towards public 
transportation. The Chapman Block at 

Woodford's Corner.
PHOTO: MADELINE BERRY
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s the portland peninsula swells with new 
construction and a need for housing,  
both the city and residents are looking west to the Deering 
neighborhood. Slated for rezoning in the coming year, the largely 
residential community is facing a moment of change. However, the 
process of change is nothing new to Deering. Largely influenced by 
a robust network of accessible public transit and pedestrian-friendly 
design, the area transformed from pastoral farmland to subdivisions 
of single and multi-family housing at the turn of the century. Future 

zoning and development in Deering should consider how human-scale transit 
helped shape the neighborhood into an exemplary suburban commuter enclave.  

Initially a sparsely populated farming com-
munity, Deering’s transformation began in 
earnest by the mid-1870s when the Maine 
Central and Portland & Rochester railroads 
bordered the neighborhood. At the same time, 
commuter-focused horse-drawn trolley lines 
began traversing major roads such as Ocean, 
Brighton, and Forest Avenues. They supple-
mented the passenger services of the heavy 
rails and spurred residential, industrial, and 
commercial development. By the early 1890s, 
electricity replaced horses and quicker trolley 
commutes encouraged the residential develop-

ment of outlying agricultural neighborhoods, 
transforming Deering into a flourishing sub-
urban community. 

Concurrent with the expansion of its trans-
portation infrastructure, owners of large swaths 
of land in Deering divided their holdings into 
individual housing plots. In some cases, whole 
streets developed seemingly overnight. In 
1873, the immense Rackleff estate stretching 
between Deering and Stevens Avenues along 
Revere and Lincoln Streets was subdivided 
into house lots. More modest landowners 
such as Richard G. Smith developed plots on 

Greater Portland’s Historic Streetcar Suburbs are  
Models of Successful Transit- Oriented Development

Deering’s historic 
neighborhoods are 
filled with a variety 
of housing types 
built to suit a range 
of incomes and 
family needs.

Period Public Works Department photographs capture a scene before and after paving looking north along 
Deering Avenue from Ashmont Street, with a double house at 468-470 Deering Avenue visible to the left.
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The popularity of the auto required new building forms for its 
sale, storage, maintenance, and fueling. Gas stations, garages, 
and car dealerships multiplied along transportation corridors. 
Many 20th-century owners converted their 19th-century car-
riage barns into car-friendly structures. New residences often 
incorporated a new building type, the garage. Dozens of one 
and two-bay garages from the 1910s and 20s can still be found 
throughout Deering (see sidebar). 

The evolution of car culture resulted in car-centric streets and 
neighborhoods hindered by intersections like Morrill’s Corner. 
In the trolley era, such corners provided light commercial centers 
easily approachable by foot from neighboring residences. 

Now, nearly two decades into the 21st century, the Deering 
neighborhood is on the verge of yet another transformational 
nexus of transportation and residential development. Currently, 
Portland’s population hovers around 67,000 people, less than its 
historic high in 1950 of 77,634. A 2010 census analysis com-
pleted by the city reveals that while the highest areas of density 
remain on the peninsula, the neighborhoods of Deering along 
the old trolley lines of Brighton, Forest, Stevens, and Washington 
Avenues come in at a close second. 

Announced in the Portland’s Plan 2030 document released last 
year, the city is planning for a population potentially as high as 
80,000 people by 2030. As in the past, Portland understands the 
Deering neighborhood’s pleasant suburban qualities will attract 

what are now Rackleff, Belknap, and Prospect Streets. These 
early developers created the near grid-like layout of streets that 
dominate Deering’s neighborhoods today. 

Deering’s growth was bolstered by local civic groups. In 1897, 
the International Order of Odd Fellows opened their building 
topped by a grand clock tower that firmly anchored the city’s 
center at Woodford’s Corner. In conjunction with their build-
ing’s completion, they published a pamphlet detailing Deering’s 
domestic expansion titled Deering: A City of Homes. The pam-
phlet touted the livability and virtues of suburban living in the 
growing city. Portlanders agreed and between 1880 and 1900 
Deering’s population nearly doubled from 4,324 to roughly 

7,500 people. Facing a loss of voters 
and a declining tax base, Portland forc-
ibly annexed Deering in 1899. 

After annexation, Deering’s trans-
portation landscape and infrastructure 
underwent significant changes. Electric 
trolleys continued to run during both 
World Wars, supplying residents 
with reliable transport to and from 
Portland’s downtown. In neigh-
borhoods along the trolley routes, 
multi-family homes that emulated sin-
gle-family homes, apartment buildings 
and triple deckers sprouted up along-
side single-family housing. 

While the trolleys nourished this 
expansion, so too did the private auto-
mobile. As with the rest of the coun-
try, car culture exploded in Deering, 
so much so that Portland had to mod-

ernize its packed-dirt roads with fresh 
pavement. By the 1930s, a citywide pav-

ing effort was underway. In 1930-31, Deering Avenue, from 
Park to Forest Avenues, transformed from a dusty throughway 
with cracked and aging sidewalks into a modern streetscape of 
smooth, car-friendly pavement and neat granite curbs enclosing 
freshly laid sidewalks. Closer to the city, on the edge of Deering 
Oaks Park, new pavement surrounded a central throughway 
of cobblestones and trolley tracks. This transformative work, 
captured in historic photographs retained by Portland’s Public 
Works Department, depicts a modern commuter suburb with 
a blend of private and public transportation. 

As the publically accessible trolley gave way to gas-pow-
ered buses, private automobile ownership continued to grow.  

Commercial nodes in Deering neighborhoods provide easy access for nearby residents to shops and restaurants.

Triple-decker apartments and larger-scale apartment buildings like this one on Woodford Street 
expanded housing options in Deering and accommodated greater density along transportation 
corridors.

The multi-use, three-story building at 617 Forest Avenue provided two-
units of housing above a former A&P grocery store when it was built 
in 1915 near Woodfords Corner. 
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EVOLUTION OF THE GARAGE
Text and photos by Madeline Berry

A
UTOMOBILES WERE INVENTED IN THE 1880s and it 
didn’t take long before the built environment adapted 
to incorporate this new technology. At first, early garag-
es were converted barns, carriage houses, machine 
shops, or other outbuildings. This is likely what hap-

pened to 45 Glenwood Avenue. The garage shows remnants of its past 
life, most notably the haymow. Companies like Sears Roebuck made 
having a garage easier when they began selling portable garages in 
1908, but it wasn’t until after the Federal Road Act and the Federal 
Highway Act in 1916 and 1921 that garages became widespread. 

“Real estate men testify that the first question asked by the prospec-
tive buyer is about the garage. The house without a garage is a slow 
seller.” – “Confessions of an Automobilist,” Atlantic Monthly, June 1925

A number of 1910s and 1920s garages still stand in Deering today. 
A prime example is 37 College Street. In the 1920s and 30s when kit 
houses were on the rise, matching garages could also be purchased. 
Such is likely the case for 151 Prospect Street. Sears Roebuck also 
sold portable garages with flat roofs for as little as $86.50. Assembly 
required no sawing or nailing. 

Over the decades, the garage became increasingly more incor-
porated into the house. 12 Hollis Road is an early example of an 
attached garage. Ranch houses in particular, like 438 Capisic Street, 
are partly defined by their attached garage. Today the garage is 
viewed as more than just a place to park a car. We use garages for 
storage, additional bedrooms, and even creative space for things 
like woodworking or garage band practice. 

Deering Garages (clockwise from top): 45 Glenwood Avenue;  
12 Hollis Road; 438 Capisic Street; 151 Prospect Street; and  
37 College Street.
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“Development is 
important but we 
must pay close 
attention to make 
sure that the historic 
character and 
charming buildings 
are not lost.”

WHO WE ARE: BRUCE ROULLARD
BY ROSA FRY AND LAUREN PATTERSON

DEERING HOUSE STYLES
By Lauren Patterson

The Italianate style that is found in abundance throughout Portland was 
uniquely adapted to suburban life in the Deering area. Most popular from 
1840 to 1885, the style was meant to recall Italian farmhouses in an informal 

setting. Examples on the peninsula are often constructed of brick with low roofs 
and cupolas, while those found in Deering are more commonly clapboard with 
a simple front gable roof. They were built narrow and deep to accommodate the 
subdivided lots. To spot an Italianate-style house, look for carved brackets sup-
porting the roof and front entry; projecting bay windows; and decorative “crowns” 
atop tall windows.  

 Following Italianate, Queen Anne became the dominant style from the 
early 1880s through the 1910s. This was the root of the Shingle style and many 
of John Calvin Stevens’ designs. Queen Anne-style houses can be identified by 
rambling front porches; a variety of roof shapes; and decorative use of masonry, 
gingerbread, and shingles. 

 Both styles were made accessible to the masses through pattern books 
and adapted to accommodate both single and multi-family residences. 

Caption.
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many of these new residents. In preparation, Portland 
has scheduled a city-wide rezoning effort to encour-
age denser commercial and residential development 
along Deering’s historic streetcar corridors. Any new 
rezoning of the neighborhood transportation corri-
dors should be historically informed and enhance the 
remaining historic development patterns.

Although trolleys will likely never return to 
Deering and cars and buses will remain the primary 
modes of commuting, Portland’s Plan 2030 right-
ly emphasizes the importance of developing safe 
and walkable neighborhoods connected to pub-
lic transit and a bicycle infrastructure in Deering. 
Neighborhoods such as Deering Center are cited in 
the new plan as examples to emulate because of their 
access to schools, shops, and open space, as well as 
diversity in housing types.

Any future plans for Deering must recognize its 
residential and commercial desirability stems from its 
historic human-scaled development and orientation 
towards public transportation. To maintain Deering’s 
attractive character, new zoning, building, and design 
must encourage the neighborhood’s historic empha-
sis on public transit, residential development, mod-
est commercial businesses, and mixed single- and 
multi-family housing. n

Sam Shupe was born and raised in Portland, 
Maine. Now in the final stages of completing 
his Ph.D. dissertation at Boston University, Sam 
researches and writes about how Maine bicyclists 
transformed 19th-century Portland and Maine into the 
“Vacationland” we know today.

Deering’s multi-family residences like this double house at 27-29 Glenwood Avenue were designed to blend in with their single-family neighbors.
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Tell us about your background. 
I am a Mainer, born and raised in Skowhegan. I graduated from 
the University of Southern Maine in 1984 with a degree in Business 
Administration and a minor in French. From there I was hired by the 
University of Maine and began studying for my MBA. I graduated in 1987 
and came back to Portland to start a career in retail 
finance. In 1998, I began work as a mortgage lender 
and I just celebrated 20 years in the industry. 

How did you get interested in  
historic places? 
I have lived in historic homes my entire life, none 
newer than 1920. I grew up in an 1830s home that 
had an original marble fireplace from England. My 
current home in Gorham is one of the oldest in town, 
built in 1766 by Josiah Thacher, a pastor and trustee of 
Bowdoin College. What attracts me to older homes is 
the distinctive character created by details like ornate 
ceilings, woodwork, and hardwood floors.

You’ve been very involved in  
historic preservation in Gorham.  
Tell us about that.
I was a town councilor from 2013 to 2016, and had 
a platform partially based on preservation. On the 
council, I worked on the feasibility study for a historic 
preservation ordinance and met Hilary Bassett and 
people from Maine Preservation in the process. I feel 
strongly about architectural conservation because 
the town of Gorham lost many historic buildings 
during the 1950s and 60s due to urban renewal. Even 
today, listing in the National Register does not ensure 
the protection of our valuable historic resources.

Since the ordinance passed, I am one of seven 
who have been appointed to the Gorham Historic 
Preservation Commission, and was personally involved in creating an 
inventory of historic places that the town consults when demolition 
and renovation permits are submitted. The Commission also identifies 
important sites in town that could be landmarks. Community response 
for historic districts has been very supportive and many people, even in 
new subdivisions, appreciate the town’s historic fabric. 

 As a personal contribution, in 2008 a business partner and I purchased 
the Odd Fellows Hall located at the corner of School Street and College 
Avenue in Gorham. It was built in 1803 as a dry goods store. The Odd 
Fellows purchased it in 1938 and owned it until 2008. The building was in a 
state of disrepair and had lost a good deal of character from a mid-century 
renovation. We took down the wood paneling and dropped ceilings, which 
uncovered incredible tin ceilings with crown molding. Now it is home 
to the Gorham Arts Alliance, a community arts center which provides 
the neighborhood with performing and fine art education for children. 
Summer camp, music lessons, and community theater are some of the 
many programs hosted in the adaptively reused building, which adds to 
the vibrancy of Gorham’s downtown.

What would you recommend to those looking to  
own an older home? 
My advice for those looking to buy old is to definitely have an inspection 
to understand the scope of a historic renovation. It can be costly, but 
wonderful. Owners should not feel that all updates have to be done 

at once. For those starting out, historic properties 
that have been transformed into condos are typically 
more moderately priced and a great opportunity for 
young home buyers. I started out with a condo on 
Mellen Street and then one on Morning Street. There 
are also plenty of historic properties in the suburbs 
around Portland and opportunities to put in sweat 
equity. If your dream is to own, set up a plan and it 
can happen. 

How have you seen Portland change? 
The biggest change is how the city has grown. The 
city center used to be focused downtown and the 
Old Port was just gaining traction in the 1980s. Now 
Portland is a destination and there are hotels every-
where and neighborhoods are being transformed, 
especially on the East End. Development is import-
ant but we must pay close attention to make sure 
that the historic character and charming buildings 
are not lost.

What does preservation mean to  
greater Portland today? 
Walk around and you can see what it means. Today, 
I talked to a man visiting from Annapolis, Maryland. 
When I asked how he liked Portland, he replied, “I 
just got here but I love all the historic buildings.” For 
property owners, I think they appreciate what the 
city has done to preserve their homes’ value and 
create the opportunity to bring visitors. Even people 

who buy new appreciate that they can go out their door and enjoy the 
character and history of the city. 

How can Landmarks serve the evolving community? 
I would like to see Landmarks and Maine Preservation work more closely 
with local historic commissions and share resources. There is also an 
opportunity to help businesses that operate on the first floor of historic 
buildings but cannot use the second and third floors because updating 
to code is extensive and costly. There should be a way to create long-
term plans to phase in updates and ensure safety, while also making the 
spaces usable. 

When I first started as a Landmarks Trustee in 2017, I attended the 
annual meeting at the former Maine National Guard Armory in South 
Portland, which Landmarks named a Place in Peril in 2012. The Armory 
was transformed into a working facility and that project could not have 
been done without Landmarks’ involvement. I love that the Places in 
Peril program brings awareness to endangered historic structures and 
makes sure historic buildings are here for decades to come. n


