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Exterior: 

(former) Raleigh Electric Company Power House 
Wake County, NC 

The Raleigh Electric Company Power House is an early twentieth century electrical 
power generation facility located in Raleigh, North Carolina. The imposing, triparte, 
gable-front steel .. framed common bond brick edifice directly addresses West Jones Street 
and is composed of two original ca 1910 two .. story blocks on the east and a 1930 one .. 
story replacement block on the west end. It is located on a 2.41 acre site bounded on the 
north by West Jones Street, on the south by the Carolina Power and Light (CP&L) 
property, on the west by the Norfolk Southern Railroad (originally Seaboard Air Lines 
Railroad) tracks, and on the east by N. West Street. Originally built as a coal .. fired steam 
plant and substation, it is now used as a wiring and maintenance building. Modern 
transformers are found near the comer of Jones and West Streets. 

The original site consisted of a series of areas that each housed functions related to the 
production of electrical power. At the northwest comer of the site, closest to the railroad 
tracks, was located the coal bunker, trestle, and storage area for the plant, and two plant 
cooling towers. To the west of this area was placed the original boiler room for the plant. 
Centrally located along Jones Street was a large brick building which housed the original 
power turbines for the plant. The ca 1910 steam plant originally supplied electricity to 
the streetcar network operated by the Raleigh Street Railway Company where the car 
barn for trolleys was located at the comer of Jones and West Streets. Finally, plant 
cooling towers were located to the south of the car bam. This functional relationship is 
illustrated on Attachment # 1, a 1916 contour and site property map of the site. 

The (former) Power House was the central element of this original complex and remains 
as the dominant element of its block today. It is a large industrial building, measuring 
103 feet in length by 97 feet in width, and consists of three interrelated blocks, roughly 
equal in size, connected together by three front-gabled corrugated metal .. covered roofs ~ 
which form the main elevation facing north onto West Jones Street. The building 
exhibits a then .. advanced structural system of steel framing system, with common bond 
brick forming its exterior skin. 

The two original blocks are two stories tall with gable roofs (see Attachment #2). 
Expressed comer posts, central pier (from the roof peak to the ground), and crenellated 
brick raking at the eave lines are distinctive exterior features. All windows are 
delineated by semicircular relieving arches, formed by three rows of soldiercourse brick. 
In the first bay of the westernmost block, the original window has been bricked in. In the 
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second bay of the same block, the double wooden doors which formed the original 
entryway were also replaced by more modem window units prior to 1930. Above this 
original doorway, the second story window opening has also been bricked in. In the first 
bay of the central building block, the original window opening has also been altered, 
reducing its overall length by bricking in the top of the opening. Above it, the original 
window opening has also been completely bricked in. In the second bay of this block, the 
original window opening has been transformed into a double doored entryway for the 
plant. Above it, the original window opening has been modified and closed by brick 
courses. 

The west facade of the building is also brick (see Attachment #2). Four recessed panels, 
beginning at the northwest comer, and a series of circular, bricked-in duct openings, 
denote access points into the original car bam. 

The rear, or southern facade, of this portion of the building has been extensively 
modified. Originally a mirror-image of the front facade, its brick skin has been removed. 
At the first floor level, modem concrete block has been applied (see steel framing 
diagram as Attachment #3). On the second floor above it, corrugated metal sheeting has 
been applied. The original fenestration pattern has also been modified through the 
addition of large doorways on the first floor level, and large vent panels inserted on the 
second floor. 

The westernmost section of the building is files storage building, built in 1930, which 
replaced the original boiler room for the plant. The gable-roofed, one-story brick 
structure replaced a slightly shorter twin of the other two extant sections of the plant. 
The 1930 replacement structure was constructed on the foundation walls of the original. 
Its exterior is also brick, and is enhanced by a stylized roof rake system with expressed 
comer posts and central pier, stylistically similar to the other two building sections. The 
roof is covered with corrugated metal similar to those of the 1910 blocks. Four sixteen .. 
light windows with steel lintels and concrete sills pierce the north facade. A simple 
wooden door with transom, surmounted by a round-headed arch window, are centrally 
placed within the facade. Its roof was supported by a broad steel truss system (see 
Attachment #4). 

The west facade of this section generally reflects its original construction features. 
Its brick facade is punctuated by a single door opening, and seven window openings. The 
door opening, protected by a modem wooden hood, marks the fifth bay. Window 
openings are generally twenty-light, square, openings, also with steel lintels and concrete 
sills. Smaller movable pivot windows are inset into the larger openings. Although some 
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lights have been removed to accommodate individual window air conditioning units, 
most windows are complete. 

The south facade of this 1930 addition has been closed with brick. The rear portion of 
the file storage building was demolished in 1973, according to oral accounts by retired 
CP & L employees. The easternmost connection with the larger power generation 
building is a stepped, false front wall, capped with metal. Window and door openings 
into this section have also been modified over time. 

Interior: 

Brick piers and poured concrete formed the foundations of the steam turbine building. A 
series of horizontal floor supports are reinforced through the use of steel I -beams, which 
originally supported the heavy power generating machinery and boiler stacks above. 
Access from the basement was provided through the floor of the main room, which 
originally contained the power generators. A series of other large brick foundations are 
also present in the basement, and note the location of supports for the larger generators 
and other power generating equipment. Concrete floors throughout the entire building 
have been left unfinished. 

The structure of the (former) power house which contained the turbines was supported by 
a grid of steel vertical and horizontal members (see Attachment #3). To support the gable 
ends of each major building section, framing was erected using a queen post truss system. 
Running the width of each major building section were six other steel trusses. Each of 
these trusses was supported by a centrally placed post; each of two centrally located 
gussett plates, in tum, secured three radiating purl ins that supported each major rafter. 
For additional reinforcement, a series of square lattice posts (six in number) were also 
used to support the roof trusses. 

Little remains on the upper floors of the steam building or the original power generating 
equipment. Company records show that this machinery was removed prior to 1970. A 
crane hoist (one ton rating manufactured by Budget) and track rails suspended from the 
ceiling remains in the generating building. 

Integritv Statement: 

Like most twentieth-century industrial facilities, the power house has undergone 
numerous exterior and interior modifications that are typical for industrial buildings 
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designed to be functional and adapt with changing requirements. Although Q files storQge 
building was constructed on top of the foundation of the original boiler room: :he originQl 
brick rear facade refaced with modem concrete block and corrugated sheet 
metal ~ and the fenestration has been some'.vhat altered· the exterior retains sufficient , 
integrity to convey its original use as an electric po\verhouse. Similarly, the interior has 
been modified with the insertion of a t100r to creaTe office space on the first ±100r, a 
dropped ceiling with large attic space for additional storage~ and partitions to create 
lavatories and controlled access storage areas. In the files storage building original 
partitions were removed to create a single open space, and a ceiling was insened that now 
blocks off access to the gable window. Although these interior modifications have 
occurred over the past eighty years, the integrity of the original structure remains inTact. 
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Constructed ca 1910, the (fonner) Raleigh Electric Company Power House is locally 
significant under criterion A as an extremely rare surviving example of an early twentieth-century 
industrial facility which provided electrical power to the capital city of Raleigh, North 
Carolina. The history of the Raleigh Electric Company power plant very nearly parallels 
the rise of the electric power industry in Raleigh, beginning with electric-powered 
streetcars placed in service in 1891. As the street railway expanded service areas and 
reliability, managers of the street railway sought additional customers for electrical 
service. When the Raleigh Street Railway was forced into receivership in 1894, the 
company assets, titles. and franchises transferred to the Raleigh Electric Company and 
later the Electric Bond & Share Company. In 1908, the Cape Fear Company, Consumers 
Light and Povver of Sanford-lonesboro, and the Raleigh Electric Company combined to 
form Carolina Power & Light (CP & L). The Povver House with coal-fired. steam-driven 
turbines was constructed in ca 1910 to power Raleigh's electric street car system. as \vell 
as to augment power supplies during periods of low flow from hydropower operations at 
the Buckhorn Falls plant. The Power House is significant on the local level to both CP & 
L and to the residents of Raleigh for the reliable and continuous provision of electric 
power, as well as for ushering in the modem, electrically based industrial era. 

The Power House is typical of other industrial buildings of the era in its design and siting. 
Architecturally, its triparte arrangement with a gable-front roof and structural steel 
framing system faced with common bond brick reflects typical industrial design of the 
era. Its siting also reflects the commonly held principles of the day regarding steam plant 
location theories and steam generation requirements. 

Its useful life as a steam plant likely ended in 1930 when the boiler house was replaced with a 
file storage area. As the boiler house would have been necessary to generate steam to drive the 
turbines, the removal of the boilers signals an end to power generation at the plant. Also around 
this time, a gradual replacement of the electric trolley system was initiated with gasoline
powered buses, reducing the need to generate electricity for the streetcar system. The power 
equipment was removed and the building was converted into its present use as storage and office 
space for CP & L personnel. 

Historic Industrv Context: 

The Raleigh Electric Company Power House attests to the importance of power 
generation in the development of Raleigh as Nonh Carolina' s capital city. The site or' the 
present POvver House was used first as an electrical generating facility to power electric 
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streetcars, and later the lighting and conveniences that became necessities for twentieth
century Americans. With that fact in mind, Riley observes that" ... The steam railway 
had gone into operation in a decade when electricity principally served transponation. 
Lighting was secondary, but along with population gains and economic improvements, 
demands for lighting gained." (Riley: 27) 

As the capital city of North Carolina, Raleigh expanded in the late nineteenth and early 
twentieth centuries; electrification and transportation became linked. Public 
transportation in the form of mule-drawn streetcars began in 1886, with electrified 
streetcars following in 1891. Proximity to the Raleigh Electric Company Power House, 
the source of the city's electric power, dictated the streetcar routes and pedestrian 
connections to the Seaboard Air Lines Railroad passenger and freight depot that existed 
at 518 W. Jones Street. 

The historic context of the Power House is principally derived by comparing the 
development of the electric power industry of Raleigh with other major North Carolina 
cities around the same time period. As in other "New South" cities such as Winston
Salem, Asheville, and Greensboro, the first electrical power attempts were linked 
primarily to transportation, with application to lighting as a secondary consideration. 
Additionally, new railroad lines, tobacco factories, neighborhoods, and new wealth all 
contributed to the rapid growth of Raleigh and the other North Carolina cities in the late 
nineteenth century and the first years of the twentieth century. The genesis of the electric 
power industry in the region occurred during this period of great industrial and 
population growth. 

The city of Winston (now Winston .. Salem) was no exception. The arrival of electrical 
power began relatively early for the city of Winston, as electric streetlights were turned 
on for the first time in August, 1887, by the Winston Electric Light and Iviotive Power 
Company. In that year the largest new enterprise was the construction of a dam across 
the Yadkin River, and the erection of a plant for the purpose of supplying both the cities 
of Winston and Salem with electric power. This electric po\ver took the place of much of 
the stearn power then in use and furnished power to new industries. Winston's nevv 
electric streetcar lines, just opened in 1890, were soon expanded to service the resort area 
of the West End, as well as opening up development to the south of Winston and Salem. 
With paved streets, electric lights, and (electric) streetcar connections~ these areas 
attracted both residential and commercial development (Taylor: 37-38). 
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The arrival of electrical po"wer also coincided with population and industrial expansion 
in the city of Asheville in Buncombe County. In this North Carolina city, the tIrst 
electrical power plant vvas incorporated in 1886 to provide electricity for street lights and 
new electric streetcars. Power was first delivered in 1888, and in 1891, the Asheville 
Street Railway and its fleet of electric streetcars began to service the city. As vvith other 
"New South" cities, the arrival of electrical power and transportation needs related to 
growth were inexorably linked (City of Asheville: 39-40). 

In Charlotte, North Carolina, Edward Dilworth Latta and the Charlotte Consolidated 
Construction Company formed the Charlotte Railway Company to manage the city's first 
electric streetcar system which would connect growing suburbs with the city. The first 
electric streetcar departed from the town square at 3 :00 pm on May 18, 1891. At the 
outset, the railway company operated three trolleys on the run to the Dilworth suburb and 
one on a crosstown line (lVlorrill: 293). 

Raleigh received electrical service around the same time as the neighboring city of 
Greensboro. In this "New South" city, population increases from 1880 to 1900, 
accompanied its growth as a major retail and wholesale distribution center, necessitated 
urban electrification for its streetcars. By June 11, 1902, a third major component of the 
city's transportation network, the electric streetcar, joined the rail lines and roads which 
interlaced the growing city. The system's charter, granted to the Greensboro Electric 
Company, brought electric powered streetlights and waterworks to the city, along with 
the streetcars. Expansion continued to grow in the early twentieth century, especially in 
the industrial sector, with the White Oak Cotton Mills becoming the largest denim mill in 
the world. As with Meyer's assertion regarding the siting of power-generating facilities, 
the necessities of light, power, and fire resistance dictated the form of the majority of the 
White Oak Mills buildings in Greensboro (Brown: 28). 

According to the North Carolina Historical Review, in the era from the late nineteenth 
century to the early twentieth cenmry, the "Ne\v South" had a great deal of civic pride 
and the desire to modernize, where, "southern cities were acquiring parks~ electricity, 

. sewerage, pure water, electric street cars, and paved streets." The city of Raleigh, along 
with many other North Carolina cities, was swept up in this era of expansion and 
improvement, and electric power generation along with the electric streetcar were integral 
parts of this (Lemmon: 282). 

The historical context of the Raleigh Electric Company POvver House can also be 
understood when vievved as an early electrical generation facility built with an 
uIlderstanding of the principles of stearn generation. The Engineering Record Series 



NPS Form lO-900-a Jl""UU,,,''''-'_' Electric Company Power House 

United States of the Interior 
National Park Service 

Section number 8 Page 4 

Wake County, NC 

publication, Steam Power Plants: Their Design and Construction (Third Edition) by 
Henry C. Meyer, Jr., IVLE., identifies several factors in deciding plant location. including: 
the locations of the demand, the cost of delivering coal and removing waste ash created 
by the coal fired boilers. and the availability of water supply for condensing purposes. 

:J'vIeyer advises that where the load on the power plant is practically constant throughout 
the working day, it is preferable to locate the power house, "close to the line of shafting 
without the use of gearing, quarter-tum belts, etc." Construction of the power house and 
car barn in close proximity on the same lan:d parcel created such an efficiency. Although 
Meyer identifies the need for water, CP & L records and inspection personnel have not 
identified a well on the property and conclude that the water supply came from municipal 
sources (Hicks: interview). 

IYIeyer also recommended that power houses be equipped with coal handing machinery, 
such as the coal bunker shown on the 1909 Sanborn Insurance Nlap for the po\ver house 
parcel. 

"If a plant is not to be provided with coal handling machinery, it is 
well, if convenient, to provide a trestle so that cars may be run over 
and sump into a bunker opposite the furnace doors in order that the 
coal may fall by gravity through holes in the wall separating the 
bunker from the boiler room, onto the floor of the latter, in front of 
the furnace doors." (Meyer: 4). 

The form and materials of the original two-bay generating building are consistent with 
engineering technology of the time as described by Meyer. The site configuration 
adjacent to a rail supply for coal and indications that earlier structures included a coal 
trestle and storage area are also consistent with engineering practices of the pe:-:iod. 

Historical Background: 

The sequence of events which brought electric power to the businesses and citizens of 
Raleigh, North Carolina began well before the ca 1910 construction of the Raleigh 

~ ~ ~ 

Electric Power Company steam generating facility at the intersection of \V. Jones and 
N. West Street in the northvvest section of downtovvn Raleigh. According to Riley. 
"The Capital City traces its electric service to the Raleigh Gas Light Company. 
chartered in 1858, and to the Raleigh Street Raihvay company chartered on ~farch 11. 
188l." (Riley: 17). For a very short while on December 3, 1885, electric illumination 
was supplied to the State Capitol and the surrounding dovvntov"n commercial area. 
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The illumination was short-lived due to a failure of the generator and was not 
repeated until 1890. The first demonstration of the rail transportation system was the 
debut of four mule-drawn streetcars on Christmas Day, 1886 (Riley: 19). By 1890, 
Raleigh city aldermen granted the street railway company a franchise for freight 
operation within the city service area. The aldermen decided on six miles of track 
with overhead wires, which was an extension of nvo miles more than already existed 
for the horse-drawn trolleys. The cars were to run on a seven-minute schedule. The 
final contract was signed with Edison Electric of New York for ten miles of track, and 
the first electric street cars ran on Hillsboro Street on September 1, 1891 (Lemmon: 
283) 

The power house for the new electric streetcars was located on the comer of Jones 
and West Street in the northwestern quadrant of Raleigh. The land parcel which later 
contained the generating facilities and car bam was sold in 1880 to Ellington~ Royster 
& Company for use as a timber planing mill. The land transaction is recorded in the 
Wake County Deed Book 60:502. The northwest area of Raleigh became known as 
"Smoky Hollow" due to the clouds of train smoke hovering in the air. Smoky Hollow 
became a vibrant mixed-use residential area for working class African-Americans, 
who were mostly employees of the nearby railyards, the planing mill, and furniture 
manufacturers. The Smokey Hollow area was razed in the 1960s, although St.Paul's 
A.lYLE. church (NR 1987) remains on the comer of West Edenton and North 
Harrington Streets as a reminder of the lost neighborhood. 

Original plans, drawings or engineering records for the original generating structures 
are not available. A fire on New Years Eve in 1896-1897 destroyed the power house, 
light plant and car shed according to news accounts in the Raleigh lYews and 
Observer. CP & L, the present owner of the property, maintains plans for the existing 
power house which are dated 1907. No architect or engineer of record appear on 
those plans; only the words "Electric Bond and Share Company." Although the plans 
are dated 1907, the Power House was not actually constructed until approximately 
three years later, in ca 1910. Modifications to the site cOnllguration follo\ving the 
1896-1897 fire appear on the 1909 Sanborn Fire Insurance shown by Figure 1. The 
footprint of the present configuration of generating and boiler facilities does not 
appear on the Sanborn Fire Insurance 'tvfaps until 1914 (see sketch plan shown in 
Figure 2). The construction date of the power house has bee!.1 estimated as 1910? as 
Jack Riley, CP & L historian, noted that. "Raleigh's power house tripled in capacity 
in 1910 in order to keep up with rapidly expanding service areas? resulting in power 
generation capacity of 1,500 kW." Initially, the rated capacity of the Power House 
had been 500 kilowatt (kW) per unit. 
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As operations managers for the Raleigh Electric Company Power House solicited 
additional customers, businesses were offered, "current from the raihvay circuit to run 
stationary motors." Electrical service was extended for seventeen hours per day as 
compared to ten hours per day as previously available (Riley: 27). 

At about the time the Raleigh Power House was placed in operation by the Raleigh 
Electric Company, the corporation had consolidated two other electric providers to 
become CP & L. CP &L has held this property since ca 1910 and it has been in 
continuous use as either a generating facility or active storage and office facility. 

The westernmost addition dates from 1930 when the boiler room was replaced with a 
brick storage room directly on the foundation of the former structure. Although it 
cannot be determined with absolute accuracy, it is likely that the steam plant's useful 
life ended around this time. As the boiler house would have been necessary to 
generate steam to run the turbines, the removal of the boilers signals an end to po\ver 
generation at the plant. Also around this time, the electric trolley system was 
replaced with gasoline-powered buses, reducing the need to generate electricity for 
the streetcar system, as this was the building's primary reason for existence. The 
power equipment was removed (date unknown) and the building was converted into 
its present use as storage and office space for CP & L personnel. 
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Geographic 

Verbal Boundarv DescriDtion: 

(fonner) Raleigh Electric Company Power House 
Wake County, NC 

The boundary includes only the building footprint of the (former) Raleigh Electric Company 

Power House with an additional five foot setback surrounding all sides of the building. On the 
north-facing side the boundary extends to the edge of the sidewalk (approximately three feet 
from the building). 

Verbal Boundarv Justification: 

The boundary is that portion of the lot that excludes lateL non-contributing resources and 
is appropriate to the historical industrial setting. 
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