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SIGNIFICANCE 

The John B i c k f o r d House r e t a i n s I n t e g r i t y of l o c a t i o n , design, m a t e r i a l s 
and workmanship i n i t s l a t e t r a n s i t i o n a l F i r s t Period frame and 
contemporaneous e a r l y Second Period f i n i s h , making i t e l i g i b l e under 
C r i t e r i o n C as a well-preserved example of a t r a n s i t i o n a l house. The 
unusual gambrel ro o f c o n s t r u c t i o n i s worthy of f u r t h e r study which may 
y i e l d important i n f o r m a t i o n on e a r l y gambrel framing methods under 
C r i t e r i o n D. The combination of gambrel roof w i t h F i r s t Period framing i s 
r e l a t i v e l y r a r e . 

This unusual combination of o l d framing and more progressive r o o f i n g and 
f i n i s h i n g s t y l e s as l a t e as 1735 i s not common i n the North Reading 
area. John B i c k f o r d , who purchased the land i n 1733 and seems t o have 
b u i l t the house i n 1735, moved i n t h a t year from Salem to North Reading, 
and the l a t e F i r s t Period d e t a i l s may be a t t r i b u t a b l e t o conservative 
Salem t a s t e s . ( B i c k f o r d ' s Salem connections even i n North Reading seem 
to have been s t r o n g ; he bought h i s land from h i s f a t h e r - i n - l a w (he 
married i n 1724) Samuel Hayward, also f o r m e r l y of Salem.) 

EXTERIOR DESCRIPTION 

The John B i c k f o r d house i s a 2 1/2 s t o r y , 5 bay, c e n t r a l chimney 
clapboarded s t r u c t u r e 2 c e l l s deep w i t h an o r i g i n a l gambrel r o o f . The 
main facade has s i x - o v e r - n i n e windows w i t h simple surrounds and a Greek 
Revival f r o n t i s p i e c e w i t h a heavy, f l a t cornice and f r e t w o r k p i l a s t e r s 
framing rectangular side l i g h t s on e i t h e r side of the door. A p o s s i b l y 
19th century 1 1/2 s t o r y shed whose roof continues the rear lower slope 
of the gambrel p r o j e c t s from the rear l e f t bay, and extends s l i g h t l y past 
the west end of the house. A simple door f i l l s the south face of the 
shed p r o j e c t i o n . A one s t o r y 1940's k i t c h e n e l l p r o j e c t s from the r i g h t 
r e a r . A 1 1/2 s t o r y garage-shed as long as the house i t s e l f s t r e t c h e s 
from the west end of the shed a d d i t i o n . A 1 1/2 s t o r y 1986 "sun room" 
a d d i t i o n extends from the center of the east gable,- i t i s clapboarded, 
and has a low b r i c k foundation and long, s i n g l e - l i g h t windows. 

MAJOR FIRST PERIOD FEATURES 

The house's combination of l a r g e l y exposed and quirk-beaded frame, simple 
Second Period paneled f i r e p l a c e w a l l s , and unusual gambrel roof make i t 
an e x c e l l e n t example of l a t e t r a n s i t i o n a l F i r s t Period a r c h i t e c t u r e . The 
f i r s t f l o o r rear rooms were a l t e r e d i n the 1940's, but the f r o n t rooms 
r e t a i n t h e i r o r i g i n a l f i n i s h . Both rooms are approximately 14' wide by 
17' deep, w i t h very high c e i l i n g s . A l l f i r s t f l o o r posts are covered 
w i t h boxes. I n the r i g h t - h a n d (southeast) room, the exposed l o n g i t u d i n a l 
summer beam, chimney, end, f r o n t , and l o n g i t u d i n a l chimney g i r t s are 
quirk-beaded. The f i r s t f l o o r southwest room has a l l four g i r t s exposed 
and quirk-beaded. 

S t a p l e t o i n v e n t o r y form at bottom 



INVENTORY FORM CONTINUATION SHEET 

MASSACHUSETTS HISTORICAL CCM̂ SSION 
Office of the Secretary, Boston 

Comnunity: 
NORTH READING 

Form No: 
93 

Property Name: John BicKford 
House 

Indicate each item on inventory foim v*iich is being continued below. 

On the second f l o o r , the front and rear g i r t s and both end t i e s are 
exposed and quirk-beaded i n a l l f i v e rooms. The longitudinal chimney 
g i r t i s beaded on both sides wherever i t i s v i s i b l e i n the fro n t and rear 
rooms. The two summer t i e beams, one on each side of the chimney, are 
also beaded. The two chimney g i r t s , which extend the depth of the house, 
are beaded only on t h e i r outer edges. In the rear center room, the 
exposed inner (east) face of the l e f t (west) chimney t i e i s roughly 
square finished while the outer face Is smoothly finished with a quirked 
bead. The t i e rests on a gently curving f l a r e d post which also has quirk 
beading on i t s outer/west side and i s unfinished on i t s inner side. I t i s 
not possible to see the inner face of the other chimney t i e , but i t i s 
l i k e l y to be s i m i l a r i l y unfinished. This seems to be an in t e r e s t i n g 
construction shortcut developed by carpenters with allegiance to both 
t r a d i t i o n a l and new building techniques. The unfinished inner edges are 
covered by boxes i n the fro n t s t a i r w e l l , but l e f t exposed and unfinished 
i n the less Important rear rooms. Another explanation may be that a new 
missing p a r t i t i o n once covered the beam there. The four second f l o o r 
corner posts are exposed, f l a r e d and quirk-beaded; a l l other posts have 
beaded boxes. The very wide pine floorboards on the second f l o o r may be 
o r i g i n a l . 

. I n the a t t i c , the unusual early construction of the gambrel roof i s 
v i s i b l e . The roof has a ridge pole but only a single curved piece of 
wood i n each bay supporting both upper roof slopes by crossing under the 
ridge pole and j o i n i n g on each side the r a f t e r s of the lower slope. This 
i s unusual i n a gambrel with as shallow an upper slope as t h i s house has; 
(see a sim i l a r construction technique i n the Timothy Johnson House at 
18-20 Stevens St., North Andover.) 

OTHER SIGNIFICANT FEATURES 

As a t r a n s i t i o n a l b u i l d i n g , the John Bickford House exhibits 
well-preserved early Second Period d e t a i l s as well as considerable F i r s t 
Period f i n i s h . The chimney g i r t i n the right-hand (southeast) f i r s t 
story room has simple applied molding beneath i t running along the top of 
v e r t i c a l feather-edged paneling which covers the fireplace w a l l . The 
deep but narrow fir e p l a c e opening i s surrounded by bolection molding and 
surmounted by a simple mantel. An oven and ash p i t open separately i n t o 
the chimney stack i n the wall to the r i g h t of the fireplace. 

I n the f i r s t f l o o r southwest room, the longitudinal summer beam has 
molded boxing only on i t s sides, with the boxes projecting down past the 
bottom of the beam. The fire p l a c e has a bolection molding surround 
larger than the recent opening. Two long horizontal r a i s e d - f i e l d panels 
surmount the f i r e p l a c e . To the l e f t Is a narrow closet door with f i e l d 
panels, to- the r i g h t , very deep v e r t i c a l feather-edged sheathing. The 
other walls are wainscoted midway up i n r a i s e d - f i e l d paneling. 

Staple t o inventory form at b o t t o i 
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On the second floor, a l l posts save the corner posts are boxed. The 
second floor southeast (right) room has elaborate molding applied to the 
beaded summer and chimney girt and around the room to create a cornice; 
the fireplace wall has vertical featheredged paneling with a 
molded mantel and fireplace surround larger than the present 
deep altered opening. The left hand (southwest) chamber has 
raised-field paneling and two horizontal f i e l d panels over a 
mantel and bolection molding fireplace surround. 

simply 
narrow but 
vertical 
simple 

Staple to inventory form at bottoa 
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