
ADDRESS: 3101 W PASSYUNK AVE 
Name of Resource: Point Breeze Gas Works  
Proposed Action: Designation  
Property Owner: City of Philadelphia, Philadelphia Gas Works  
Nominator: Keeping Society of Philadelphia  
Staff Contact: Kim Chantry, kim.chantry@phila.gov  
 
OVERVIEW: This nomination proposes the designation of the property at 3101 W. Passyunk 
Avenue. A related nomination proposes the designation of a portion of the property at 3143 W. 
Passyunk Avenue. The nominations for the two properties are identical, except for the two-page 
nomination form. This nomination contends that the Point Breeze Gas Works satisfies Criteria 
for Designation A, C, D, E, and J, although some Criteria are not applied to all resources listed 
in the nomination. The site is inaccessible to the general public and subject to significant safety 
and security restrictions; therefore, aerial imagery was utilized to identify and catalog the 
resources. Under Criteria A and J, the nomination contends that the Point Breeze Gas Works, 
which expanded as the city’s population grew, was one of the city’s largest employers in the 
mid-to-late nineteenth century and is one of the oldest surviving gasworks. Under Criteria C and 
D, the nomination argues that many of the structures embody characteristics of the Gothic 
Revival style. It also notes that later structures were designed in the Jacobean Revival style. 
Under Criterion E, the nomination contends that the earliest buildings of the Point Breeze Gas 
Works were built under the leadership of John Chapman Cresson, an influential figure. 
 
At the property at 3101 W. Passyunk Avenue, the nomination proposes the following numbered 
structures as contributing to the historical significance: 

 1, 2, and 5 - purifying houses, which date to the 1850s with later additions; 

 3 - remnants of a wall of a coal house; 

 6 and 7 - shops, which date to 1859; 

 8 - locomotive shop, which dates to 1859 and had a second floor added; and, 

 9a and 9b - office and garage, which date to the early twentieth century. 
 
The site is very large and most of the land is vacant. Most of the buildings associated with the 
historic gasworks have been demolished. The site is currently used by the Philadelphia Gas 
Works (PGW) for the storage and distribution of liquefied natural gas. Access to the site is 
strictly controlled and visitors are not permitted. Persons with business at the site must be 
accompanied by PGW staff and wear protective gear including flame-retardant suits. The 
nominated buildings are primarily unused or used for storage. 
 
PGW objects to the nomination and has retained an attorney and preservation consultant to 
represent its interests before the Historical Commission. The preservation consultant has 
submitted a report refuting the claims of the nomination. The report concludes that the gasworks 
does not merit designation because: 

 this gasworks was not the city’s primary gasworks; 

 the Gothic Revival architectural style is not a legitimate basis for designation because 
the choice of the style was inappropriate for an industrial complex; 

 the buildings have been altered many times and have lost integrity; 

 this gasworks was not significant in the city’s history or in the history of gas technology; 

 John Chapman Cresson was not an influential designer and may not have been a 
designer or engineer at all; 

 the site does not exemplify any aspect of any community, but is an abandoned industrial 
area cut off from the rest of the city; and, 



 the site is inaccessible, poses safety hazards, and is subject to myriad safety and 
security restrictions. 

 
The staff had planned to visit the site with PGW staff on 25 February 2021 and then report on its 
findings to the Committee on Historic Designation, but was compelled to cancel the site visit 
because the safety risks at the site were deemed unacceptably high for City staff. 
 
STAFF RECOMMENDATION: The staff proposes a limited designation of the site that would 
preserve the earliest structures that survive intact while acknowledging the safety and security 
concerns at the site, PGW’s need to continue to improve the site for gas storage and 
distribution, and the concomitant difficulties of regulating such a site. The staff recommends 
designating two clusters of structures under Criteria D and J: 

 1a, 1b, 1c, 2, 5a, and 5b; and, 

 6, 7, and 8; 
 
The staff further recommends that the Historical Commission review partial and complete 
demolition permits only for those structures and approve all other applications without review.  
 
The staff recommends against regulating any of the vacant land or the following structures: 

 3 - the remnants of one wall of the coal house, the majority of which has already been 
demolished; 

 9a - a UGI office building that is much later and of limited significance; and, 

 9 b - a remnant of a UGI garage that is much later and was largely demolished. 
 
The staff notes most of the buildings at the gasworks have been demolished, eliminating the 
context within which the complex could be understood as a coherent whole. The staff likewise 
notes that the buildings in question have been altered significantly and in some cases are in 
poor condition. The staff rejects the consultant’s argument that the choice of the Gothic Revival 
style in the 1850s was a poor one and therefore the buildings do not merit designation; 
preservation should not seek to eliminate buildings in “inappropriate” styles so that the survivors 
are left to confirm preconceived notions of history. The staff notes that PGW is a municipal utility 
that operates the site for the benefit of the public and should not be unduly restricted from 
achieving its primary mission of supplying natural gas to Philadelphians efficiently, effectively, 
and safely. The staff notes that the property is owned by the City of Philadelphia and suggests 
this course with the hope that the buildings of primary significance might survive for another 
century, when rehabilitation and reuse might be feasible. 
  



 
 

1. ADDRESS OF HISTORIC RESOURCE (must comply with an Office of Property Assessment address) 

  Street address:__________________________________________________________________ 

  Postal code:_______________  Councilmanic District:__________________________ 

  
 
 2. NAME OF HISTORIC RESOURCE 

  Historic Name:__________________________________________________________________ 

  Current/Common Name:___________________________________________________________ 

 
 

3. TYPE OF HISTORIC RESOURCE 

   Building   Structure   Site   Object 

 
 

4. PROPERTY INFORMATION 

  Condition:  excellent  good  fair   poor  ruins 

  Occupancy:  occupied  vacant  under construction   unknown 

  Current use:____________________________________________________________________ 

  
  

5. BOUNDARY DESCRIPTION 

Please attach  

  
 

6. DESCRIPTION  

Please attach  

 
 

7. SIGNIFICANCE 

Please attach the Statement of Significance. 

Period of Significance (from year to year): from _________ to _________ 

  Date(s) of construction and/or alteration:______________________________________________ 

  Architect, engineer, and/or designer:_________________________________________________ 

  Builder, contractor, and/or artisan:___________________________________________________ 

  Original owner:__________________________________________________________________ 

 Other significant persons:__________________________________________________________

3101 W. Passyunk Avenue 

2 19145 

The Point Breeze Gas Works 

 

1929 1851 

Primary: 1851-59 with Additions  

John Chapman Cresson, Designer & Engineer (1806-1876) 

Varies per building.  

The Philadelphia Gas Works 

 

Unknown 



CRITERIA FOR DESIGNATION:

The historic resource satisfies the following criteria for designation (check all that apply):
 (a) Has significant character, interest or value as part of the development, heritage or cultural 

characteristics of the City, Commonwealth or Nation or is associated with the life of a person 
significant in the past; or, 

 (b) Is associated with an event of importance to the history of the City, Commonwealth or Nation; 
or, 

 (c) Reflects the environment in an era characterized by a distinctive architectural style; or, 
 (d) Embodies distinguishing characteristics of an architectural style or engineering specimen; or, 
 (e) Is the work of a designer, architect, landscape architect or designer, or engineer whose work 

has significantly influenced the historical, architectural, economic, social, or cultural development of 
the City, Commonwealth or Nation; or, 

 (f) Contains elements of design, detail, materials or craftsmanship which represent a significant 
innovation; or, 

 (g) Is part of or related to a square, park or other distinctive area which should be preserved 
according to an historic, cultural or architectural motif; or, 

 (h) Owing to its unique location or singular physical characteristic, represents an established and 
familiar visual feature of the neighborhood, community or City; or, 

 (i) Has yielded, or may be likely to yield, information important in pre-history or history; or 
 (j) Exemplifies the cultural, political, economic, social or historical heritage of the community. 

 
 

8. MAJOR BIBLIOGRAPHICAL REFERENCES 
  Please attach 
 
 

9. NOMINATOR 
  

Organization______________________________________Date________________________________ 

 
Name with Title__________________________________ Email________________________________ 

  
Street Address____________________________________Telephone____________________________ 
 

 City, State, and Postal Code______________________________________________________________ 
  

Nominator  is  is not the property owner. 
 

PHC USE ONLY 

Date of Receipt:_______________________________________________________________________ 

 Correct-Complete  Incorrect-Incomplete  Date:_________________________________ 

Date of Notice Issuance:_________________________________________________________________ 

Property Owner at Time of Notice 

 Name:_________________________________________________________________________ 

 Address:_______________________________________________________________________ 

 ______________________________________________________________________________ 

 City:_______________________________________ State:____ Postal Code:_________ 

Date(s) Reviewed by the Committee on Historic Designation:____________________________________ 

Date(s) Reviewed by the Historical Commission:______________________________________________ 

Date of Final Action:__________________________________________________________ 

  Designated   Rejected             12/3/18 

Oscar Beisert, Architectural Historian 

717.602.5002 1315 Walnut Street, Suite 320 

Philadelphia, PA 19107 

14 May 2019 (revised) 

14 May 2020 

15 May 2020 

City of Philadelphia Gas Works 

Municipal Services Building, 10th Floor, 1401 JFK Blvd 

19102 PAPhiladelphia 

 

 

 

Keeper@keepingphiladelphia.org 

The Keeping Society of Philadelphia March 22, 2019 
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