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DOWNTOWN HELENA'S OLD IRON

Alang with locally-guarried stone and localhy-made brick, yvou'll ssa locally-cast ron as you
wialk around in Helena's old downtown. You'll see it most often at the street-level fronls of our
19th-century commercial buildings, where it lets slores and other walk-in businesses be as open
ko the sireet as the Montana climate will allow. Iran beams resting on skinny cast-iron piers turm
tha first-story facade into an opan framea which can be filled with glass {see page 11 in this serias).
Upstairs the facedes are bullt of brick and stone,

But then there's the aplly-named Iron Front Building — still the centerpiece of the 400 block.
Weve drawn its facade here as it looked when it had its orginal roofline ermament and what
appears (In old photographs) to have been its original configuration of storefronts. It's iron from
top ta bottom = four stores worth, cast et Helena's Stedman foundry and bolied together in 15848,
We'ra not sure of it2 orlginal color, but one of the nice things about casi-iron iz that it can be
painted any color. Those old BMack-and-white photographs suggest a number of possibilities. We
chose one we fike.

It's Helana's (maybe Montana's) greatest single show of architectural cast-iron. Other 15th-
century cities had their cast-iron districts (Mew York's "Soho” is probably the best known) full of
such facades, but most have been lost, We'ra lucky here to have kept our single example, a real

Geam,

It It wasn't called the Iron Front, you might think (2t first glance anyway) that it's 8 masonny
facads. Those iron pieces were usually cast to resemble stonework (scarcely 255 true in Scho
than hare) and some will insist that they were painted to further mimic stone. It was less a matter
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Iron was quick to
suggest a look of its
owm however, evident in downtown Helena wherever it shows upas a
horizontal beam spanning one of those open, glassy storefronts, a job for
which it was particularly well suited and which began to set it apari from
referencas o mascnry tradition.

Cast-iron piers supporting the beam still almost always expressed, in
one way or anothar, the traditional threa-part division of a column == basa,
shafl, capital -- even though they weare skinny and usually flat-sided and
waran'l really pratanding o ba masonry anymora [thay just wanted to look
good, like the ones on tha Iron Front building) — but, thet long horizontal
beam owarhaad didn't hawve such a time=-proven look o draw upon, 5o it just
lcakad like a plain ron beam.

That was perfecily fine for designars who liked how the beam solved,
civea and for all, the problam of opening a storefront to the street, and who
had always tried to show how iheir facades were piecad togsether, So, they
were glad to show the beam up there plainly and honestly doing its job,
bolts and all,

Those balis in fact, with their associated siructural metal-work, were
citen made to draw attention o themselves, resulling in some interesting,
cne-of-a-kind, visual mixes. The Parchen Bullding on Broadway [drawn at T
left and below) is a fine example, That Fon pler with its classical capital =L LR
holds the ends of two long beams tied together {visually at least) by a bit
of iron strap that appears 8s decorative as [t |s functional. Then there are the beams at the
Dunphy Block on the south mall {drawn abowe) whose entirely functional bolts are mada cbyious
by behaving also as flower-like decoratlons. Something similar happens at the Harvard Block
(right) up on the cormer of Sixth and Warren.

It happens all cver downlown. I's the charm of those old facades thal they make such a show
of how they're put logethar and what they're made of. Along with all that beautiful brick and stone,
it"s fun to look for the iron — up ¢lose at & walking pecea, as it was maant to be lookead far,

The Sezquicentenmnial Project

2014 wil be Hedena's sesquicentzrnia] year, s 1508 year. How'll we mark it? The best way, we think, is o celebrala
what's authenScally peculiar o our bown - 1o shampen ouwr sense of placa,
Wi wan't dafire “sense of place”. bayond saving thal It acts much like a sense of hemor, Ether you "gel® a placs o
you don'l, i you et it, {t's engaging and invigarating and goed for the imaginaiion, Youll want o sawvor it
W get Helena, 50, from now o the sasquicentennisl, we'll publksh these free bits of indormation, ore page al a ime,
atout Halana’s architechere, lancscape, weather, hisiory, whatever ticklas cur sense of place,
Look for fhesa pages. Pick Tiem up. We can® say how many therell ba, but well rumber them. Keep them and you'll 1 g
bulld 8 trowvs of wel lemulled Helena |ora,



