The History of the Southern District Police Station

28 East Ostend Street


The Southern District Police Station at the corner of East Ostend and Patapsco Streets,

in a residential section of South Baltimore. The building has an imposing presence in an area characterized by modest two and three-story row houses between Light and South Charles Streets, the primary commercial streets that run parallel through the Federal Hill and South Baltimore neighborhoods.


The Southern District Police Station, constructed in 1896, is a Romanesque Revival style steel frame building faced in stone and brick. The style was clearly perceived as appropriate for the South Baltimore Police Station, where the balance of substance and enrichment was important to public perception of the Baltimore Police Department. The station comprised of a three story cubic main block, a two-story rear addition, and two 1950’s additions that fill most of the remainder of the lot. The organization of the building reflects its original function as a Baltimore Police Department station house. The architectural design incorporates a rich vocabulary of round-arched openings and carved surfaces. 


The clarity of the architectural design has survived many changes over the years but the building retains sufficient integrity to convey the architectural image employed by the Baltimore Police Department at the end of the 19th century. The building name, “Southern District Police Station,” and date of construction, “1896”, are carved over the center bay of the front (south) façade.


Originally, the floor plan of the Southern District Police Station was arranged with large public, administration, and training spaces on the first floor and in the front of the building and additional administrative spaces on upper floors of the main block with 24 cells contained in an adjoining addition. The fourth floor was used as a police shooting gallery. 


Jackson Coale Gott designed the Southern District Police Station. A Baltimore native, Gott was born in 1829 on the Coale estate near Lake Roland. Gott initially apprenticed carpentry and following private study of architecture and a brief apprenticeship in an architectural office he established his own firm in 1863. His commission for the Southern District Police Station is typical of his body of work, which includes institutional, commercial, and industrial buildings such as the Maryland Penitentiary (1894), stations for the Western Maryland Railroad at Glyndon and Union Bridge (1894), and the Johnston and Rombro loft buildings (26-30 and 22-24 South Howard Street, (1880 and 1881). At the time of his death, he was recognized as the “dean of Baltimore architects.”


The Southern District Police Station is a physical manifestation of the turn-of-the-century revolution in police work that was coupled with the need for a larger police force. The Southern District Police Station was a monumental building denoting a police presence and housing specialized spaces for police work. The main goal of police department reformers in 1896 was to bolster the legitimacy of the police by distinguishing them from the population they were monitoring. Reformers worked to limit the societal role of the police to crime prevention and detection, eliminate the influence of politics in creating a police force, integrate new technology in police work and officer supervision, and professionalize the police force through hiring and training practices. 


In 19th century cities, prior to institutionalized social services, police were a crucial social welfare institution. As Baltimore grew, the police provided overnight lodging in the station houses for a growing indigent population. The reformers worked to eliminate housing of homeless people in police stations because they felt that it was an impediment to police focus on scientific crime prevention, an in appropriate environment for policemen where they closely associated with an undesirable population, and a breeding ground for disease that would infect the officers. In 1870, Baltimore’s Station Houses lodged 14,532 people overnight; male and female, black and white, in addition to prisoners; by 1893 this number had grown to 39,976. This shift is visible in the Southern District Police Station, which housed the cellblock in a separate annex. In 1897, the year the Southern District Police Station opened, the police, citywide, provided overnight lodging for only 54 indigent people. 


The Southern District Police Station survives as an important physical reminder of municipal expansion and police reform ideals in Baltimore at the turn of the 19th century. Despite alterations, the Southern District Police Station retains its distinctive form, recognizable as a turn of the century police station. 

