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Introduction to Early Somerville:  1600 - 1865  
 

 

 
Earliest Settlement of “Beyond the Neck” Pre- 1842 “Town
 
People have lived in the area that we now call Somerville for 
many hundreds of years.  Evidence of the earliest residents, 
the Native Americans, can be found in the name given to the 
northern waterway, the Mystic River.  This name appears to 
derive from the Wampanaug word "Missituc", meaning "big 
water."  Captain John Smith of the Massachusetts Bay 
Colony named the Charles River for King Charles I of 
England, who had granted a charter to the Company to settle 
in this area in 1628.  In honor of the King, the settlers named 
the area Charlestown.  From that time until 1842, the area of 
present day Somerville was part of Charlestown and was 
referred to as “beyond the Neck” in reference to the thin spit 
of land that connected it to the Charlestown Peninsula.   
 
The earliest known settler was an Indian trader named John 
Wolrich who lived near the intersection of Washington and 
Dane Streets.  Another early settler was Governor John 
Winthrop who through a land grant in 1631 presided over a 
grand 600 acre estate strategically sited along the Mystic 
River, in an area now known as Ten Hills.  In 1633, ten 
people were given land grants to farm the south side of 
Newtowne Highway, also known as the Road to Newton 
(1630).  The entire tract had almost no trees and for most of 
the 17th century it was primarily common grazing land, once 
known as the “Stinted Pasture” or “Cow Commons,” reflecting 
its daily takeover by Charlestown herdsmen and cattle.  At 
that time residents were primarily occupied with farming, 
fishing, and hunting, although some were also involved with 
salt production, quarrying, and the making of barrels, tiles, 
and bricks.   
 
Several main roads traversed the community from east to 
west, namely the Road to Medford (1637) (a.k.a. Winter Hill 
Road, and now Broadway), Milk Row (a.k.a. Road to 
Charlestown, and now Somerville Avenue), and Newtowne 
Highway (now Washington Street).  Range ways were 
created roughly every quarter mile in a north to south 
direction to connect the farms to the major roads.  They still 
exist to this day as the streets of Franklin, Cross, Walnut, 
School, Central, Lowell, Cedar, Willow, Curtis and most 
westerly, North Street.   
 

 
Figure 1.  An early 19th Century map of the 
Charlestown “Neck.”   

 
    
   COLONIAL STYLE:  1700-1785 
 

 
 
Typical Colonial Features: 
-- Prominent central or end 
   chimney 
-- Gabled, or hipped roof 
-- Classical cornice with dentils 
-- Symmetrical, 5 bay façade 
-- Brick or clapboard 
-- Paneled door 
-- 8/12, 9/12 or 12/12 windows 
Figure 2. 

 
Figure 3.  Oliver Tufts House, 78 
Sycamore St. (1714); Colonial Style with 
Federal alterations.  One of oldest houses 
remaining in Somerville. 
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Figure 4.  Some common Colonial door 
styles. 
 
FEDERAL STYLE:  1785-1820 

 

During the first seventy years of settlement only a dozen or 
so houses were constructed, mostly scattered along 
Charlestown Neck on Broadway, Washington Street, and 
Somerville Avenue.  During the early and mid 18th century 
more farmsteads were added, with little to separate them 
except wood fences.  Residences were simple structures, 
and most of them are gone, with only a handful preserved as 
designated historic properties, such as 78 Sycamore St. 
(1714), 6 Kent Court (1750), 438 Broadway (1783), 72R 
Dane Street (1790), and 117 Washington Street (1792).  
(See Figures 2 and 5).  These eighteenth-century residences 
represent the Colonial (1700-1785) and Federal (1785-1820) 
Styles. Any concentration of structures was likely situated in 
the present-day Union Square area at the intersection of Bow 
and Washington Streets.  By 1775, the population had grown 
to 500, with much of the land in the hands of a relatively 
small number of families, such as members of the Adams, 
Tufts, Rand, and Stone families.   
 
From 1804 to the 1830s, the Middlesex Canal opened the 
area to more commerce, and in 1841, the Fitchburg Railroad 
was built between Boston and Fresh Pond in Cambridge, 
paralleling the route of Somerville Avenue.  This led to the 
establishment of industries along its path.  Soon after, in 
1843 the Fitchburg Railroad commenced passenger service 
and enabled residential development along the southern 
slopes of Prospect and Spring Hill.  
 

Typical Federal Features:   
-- Slender, symmetrical chimneys 
-- Window cornices 
-- Classical portico with columns 
   and entablature 
-- 6/6 or 12/12 windows 
-- brick or clapboards 
-- symmetrical façade 
 Figure 5. 
 

 
Figure 6.  Adams Magoun House, 
438 Broadway, (1783) Federal Style. 
 

Figure 7.  The location of the rail lines had a direct influence on the development of particular streets and 
neighborhoods in Somerville. 
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GREEK REVIVAL STYLE: 
1825-1860 
 
 

 
Suburban Settlements (1845-1860) 
 
Somerville separated from Charlestown in 1842.  When the 
Potato Famine ravaged through Great Britain in the 1840’s, 
Irish and Scottish immigrants began to find their way across 
the Atlantic in search of a better life.  The Town’s population 
of 1,013 in 1842 swelled to 3,540 by 1850.  With the 
continued expansion of rail transportation, East Somerville 
began to grow exponentially.  Early industries such as the 
American Tube Works and the Middlesex Bleachery also 
clustered along the railways, creating a strong demand for 
nearby workers’ housing.  By 1860, the Town’s population 
increased to 8,025 and the number of residences to 1,282.  
Before the Civil War, most people continued to travel 
between Somerville and Boston on foot.  Some 
businessmen, however, of wealthier means and with jobs 
that did not require daily commutes, were able to afford the 
improved transportation routes, including boats along the 
Middlesex Canal, expanded passenger rail service and horse 
drawn carriages on the new toll bridges and roads.  They 
helped the community evolve from a rural farming village to a 
stylish residential suburb of Boston.   
 
From 1825-1860, homes in Somerville were often 
constructed in the Greek Revival Style, so named for its use 
of ancient Greek motifs, such as columns and pediments in 
its ornamentation.  A major change in orientation of the 
houses occurred at this time.  Rather than putting the long 
side of the house along the road with the entrance in the 
middle (as in earlier colonial or Federal Style homes), the 
house was turned so that its narrow end and gabled roof 
faced the road.  (See Figure 12).  This enabled more houses 
to be plotted along a road.  The narrow end was often, but 
not always, used as the entrance.  These houses were 
typically painted white.  Doorways often had sidelights and 
sometimes were crowned by a rectangular transom. 
 
 

                      
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
Typical Greek Revival Features: 
-- Clapboards 
-- Prominent front facing gable or 
   pediment 
-- Painted white or light colors 
-- Smooth Ionic columns 
-- Wide corner boards 
-- Classic door surround 
-- Transom and sidelights  
Figure 8.   
 

 
 

 

 
 
Figure 9.  Typical Greek Revival doorway. 

 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 

Figure 10.  
 
Typical 
Greek 
Revival 
pilaster. 

Figure 11. 
 
Typical  
Greek Revival  
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Figure 17.  
Characteristic 
Second Empire 
roof line pre-
1865. 

Figure 16.  Typical 
Italianate cupola.

ITALIANATE STYLE:  1840-1885 Italianate Style houses (1840-1885) started to appear in 
Somerville in the 1840’s based upon widely available pattern 
books, such as Cottage 
Residences by Andrew 
Jackson Downing published in 
1842.  The audience for these 
books was the newly emerging 
middle and upper class of 
merchants.  These homes are 
often boxy in shape, 
incorporate cupolas or an  
entrance tower, and include  

porches or balconies on different floors.  Unlike 
the Greek Revival Style homes, the front roof line 
is ornamented and contains brackets under the 
eaves and ornamentation around the windows.   
 
 

 

    
Figure 15.  384 Washington Street Italianate house (1855), near expanded 
Dane Street Historic District, before (left) and after (right) rehabilitation. 
 
Second Empire, also known 
as “Mansard” Style buildings 
in Somerville (1850-1885), 
became popular as a result 
of trends occurring in Paris.  
The Mansard Style was 
named for the French 
architect, Francois Mansart, who in 1660 
designed the high roof to allow for livable attic space without 
altering the height of the roofline.  Had the height been 
increased, it would have been taxed.  This style became 
popular during the second empire regime of Napoleon III 
(1852-1870) in the wake of Haussmann’s bold redesign of 
Paris.  Those who attended the World’s Fair in Paris in 1855 
were excited about the sophisticated and modern look of the 
city, and architects everywhere took to the urban design.  
Newly affluent businessmen in Boston engaged in real estate 
and wholesale produce distribution were settling in 
Somerville at this time, and they transformed it from a rural 
place to one of the first stylish suburbs of the Boston area. 

 
Typical Italianate features: 
-- Deep cornice overhang 
-- Arched windows 
-- Bracketed 2/2 windows 
-- Ornamental cornice brackets 
-- Paired doors and windows 
-- Decorative cupolas 
-- Paneled bay windows 
-- Clapboards with corner and sill 
   boards  
-- Bracketed hooded entry  
Figure 12.   
 

SECOND EMPIRE STYLE: 
1865-1885 

 
Typical 2nd Empire features: 
-- Mansard roof + high foundation 
-- Mix of Mansard roof shapes:  
   concave, steep, hipped-top 
--Turned bracket pairs at roofline 
-- Patterned slate roof 
-- 2/2 windows 
-- Raised moldings on doors and 
   windows 
-- Variety of window types in 
   dormer  
Figure 14.   
 

Figure 13.  Typical Italianate bracket. 
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LOCAL HISTORIC DISTRICT EXPANSION REPORT  

Scattered Local Historic Districts Representing Early Architectural Styles 

Somerville through the Civil War (Group B):  1845 - 1865 

Many of the properties proposed for designation in this Group B may not be initially eye-
catching, but they are very special.  They include some of the oldest houses still 
standing in Somerville today, dating back to pre-Civil War years.  Many of these early 
structures have been significantly altered and they have lost some of their characteristic 
details, as well as their original context.  The setting has changed drastically due to the 
expansion of high density residential development in the City during the late nineteenth 
century.  What were once isolated farmhouses surrounded by open agricultural land now 
may seem somewhat out of place in the current densely populated landscape.  Despite 
the changes, the age of these properties can still be identified by some basic 
architectural features, and they are very significant both for their rarity, and for their 
association with the diverse people and lifestyles of Somerville in its earliest years.  As 
one author recently noted they “…are not timeless artifacts; they are living records of a 
lived past and a changing present."  1 

Unlike many communities with large historic districts, Somerville is a pioneer in the 
creation of single-building districts, beginning in 1985, and this pattern continues.  Our 
most recent surveying effort once again finds that many of the City’s most architecturally 
and historically significant sites are scattered throughout the community, rather than 
clustered in a few discrete areas.  The following houses are located in five separate 
neighborhoods of Somerville, and represent different architectural styles once typically 
found in the properties ‘beyond the Neck’ of Charlestown.  Some of the properties are 
proposed for designation as single-building districts, as the selected ones stand apart 
from their neighbors that are less intact, less significant, or are not eligible to be 
designated at this time.  Many more of the properties are proposed as expansions to 
existing districts, as they have been recently surveyed and deemed eligible for 
designation. 

The maps (Figures 21 - 27) attached at the end show where the proposed new 
properties and existing LHDs are located. 

Federal Style (1785-1820) 

Somerville houses of this early period of development originally dotted a landscape that 
looked more like the farmland of the North Shore than the City as we know it today.  The 
most prominent farmers and merchants of the Boston area displayed their affluence by 
emulating popular British architectural styles, and incorporating highly decorative, 
classical features on their homes.  The more common Somerville examples tend to be 
simpler versions of the style.   

The Ireland-Dane House at 461 Somerville Ave is a rare surviving example of a Late 
Georgian/Federal Style house that dates back to the 1790’s.  This early farmhouse is the 
oldest building on a major thoroughfare once known as Milk Row.  It still exhibits the 
common late eighteenth-century rectangular form with a hip roof and details, such as the 
Doric pilasters (square, half columns) surrounding the main entry and Flemish bond 
brickwork.  The Donovan House at 28 Nashua Street is a very notable Federal period 
house built circa 1800, and then moved to the current site after 1875.  It was converted 
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to a tenement for local workers in the late 19th century.  It still retains its early nineteenth 
century five-bay facade, low hipped roof, and small window openings.   

Greek Revival Style (1825-1860) 

As Somerville began to turn the corner from an agricultural to a residential community, 
the national Greek Revival style took hold and became popular with builders of all 
economic strata.  Its solid temple-like form, Classical ornamentation, and prominent 
columns expressed a strong association with the ideals of Greek Democracy that 
expanded in America following the administration of Andrew Jackson and the expansion 
of American influence on the continent.  

The collection of Greek Revival Style buildings in this Group B can still be identified as 
structures built over a century and a half ago.  The Winthrop-Fisher-Walker-Buckley 
House at 31 Porter Street is a relatively rare and “pure” example in Somerville built 
around 1850.  Despite the later enclosure of the porch, the temple form of the house 
remains intact, in addition to fluted columns and multi-paned sidelights flanking the main 
entry door.  Together with its still-ample south yard, mature trees, and stone retaining 
wall, the house provides a glimpse of still rural mid-nineteenth century Somerville, soon 
after it became an independent town.    

The Fitz-Curtis House at 17 Mount Vernon Street also dates back to 1845 and despite 
later modifications, it still exhibits the Greek Revival features of a pedimented front gable 
with a full return, and original detailing on the rear kitchen ell.  Built for a prosperous 
Boston businessman it is the only house on the west side that deserves to be part of the 
existing Mount Vernon Street LHD.  Although greatly altered, the John Dugan House at 
71-73 Boston Street (1845) provides physical evidence of Prospect Hill during its 
earliest phase of residential development in the mid 19th century.  It is the oldest building 
on the street and was constructed for an Irish laborer and his family.  Its basic Greek 
Revival form can be seen in the main section and rear ells of the house, as well as the 
original pair of tall brick chimneys.   

Italianate Style (1840-1885) 

The rapid residential growth of Somerville in the late nineteenth century saw an increase 
in construction of multi-family houses.  The most elaborate Italianate Style can be seen 
in such currently designated properties as 384 Washington Street and 45 Laurel Street.  
These houses clearly display the form and the details, including square towers, carved 
brackets, deep eaves, and elongated windows, of the popular style.  The Italianate 
properties in Group B, however, represent a more subtle expression of the building type, 
and despite some alterations, give us a glimpse of the original suburban style homes 
typically occupied by local workers before the Civil War.   

Houses, such as the Hardy House at 67 Florence Street (1857-1858) , the Binney 
House (1851) at 326-328 Lowell Street, and the Hennesey House (1861-1862) at 342 
Lowell Street, retain the characteristic short return gable cornices.  The Stevens House 
(1855-1857) at 53-55 Myrtle Street is an early double house that features Italianate 
design elements in the peaked center gable over the entrances and in the deep roof 
cornices of the side gables.  The Sumner-Dugan House (1851) at 5-7 Lowell Terrace 
and the Edgerly House (1851-1852) at 1 Webster Street both display the bowed or bay 
windows typical of the style.  Both the Blodgett-Gee House (1848-1852)) at 80 Franklin 
Street and the Blodgett-Slade House (1848-1852) at 74 Franklin Street are largely 
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Italianate Style, with late Federal forms, such as narrow dormers and windows placed 
against the roofline on the second floor.  They are important as examples of early 
boarding houses for workers, such as bricklayers and spike manufacturing employees 
who earned modest incomes from industries developing along or near Washington 
Street. 

The Samuel Tuttle house at 14 Everett Street lies less than half a block from the center 
of Union Square, and was built during the mid 1850’s, most likely by a local carpenter of 
the same name for himself and his wife.  Although of modest size the design of the 
house boasts some of the more formal features of substantial residences of the period, 
including an Italianate-arched window at the second story, ornamentation around the 2/2 
double-hung windows, and a number of saw-cut brackets under the eaves of each gable 
roof.  

One property that defies easy identification by architectural style is the Michael Clancy 
House at 60 Linden Avenue.  It is an extremely modest cottage that was built in the late 
1858-1868 period when Spring Hill was largely undeveloped.  It is particularly 
noteworthy for its historical association with Somerville’s mid-nineteenth century Irish 
community which became a more visible population during the 1840’s and 1850’s.  It is 
also notable that Michael Clancy was a farmer, not a laborer, who built his farmhouse in 
this isolated location, since most of the Irish at that time were concentrated in Ward II 
between Somerville Avenue and the Cambridge line.  They worked nearby in one of 
Somerville’s oldest industries, the Middlesex Bleachery and Dye Works on Somerville 
Avenue, between Central and Spring Streets, at American Tube Works, or in local 
slaughterhouses.   

 

 

* Source:  Zellie, Carole of Landscape Research.  Beyond the Neck:  The Architecture 
and Development of Somerville, MA, Updated 1990.  Figure 1, inside cover; Figure 7, 
page 23. 

** All graphic images of styles adapted from Howard, Cynthia.  Your House in the 
Streetcar Suburb:  The History and Care of Houses in Medford, MA, 1979.  

1 Kate A. Lingley.  "Writing with Thread" in Ornament magazine 32.1 2008.   

 

 

 

 

Each of the following figures has a current City map overlaid on a 1852 map drawn by 
Martin Draper, Jr. to show how few properties (darker spots) are still standing and how 
many have been replaced by buildings (shaded gray) with a different, often larger, 
footprint.  The remaining oldest properties are proposed for designation. 
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  Figure 21 

  Figure 22 
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Figure 25 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 26 
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