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1. Name 

OAfS No. 1024-0018 
Expires 10-31-87 

For NPS UM only 

received JUL 2 5 1986 

date entered 

historic James Smith House 

and or common Same 

2. Location 

street & number 706 Great Plain Avenue not for publication 

city, town Needham M/y\ vicinity of 

state code 09 K county Norfolk code PI p 1 

3. Classif ication 
Category Ownersh ip Status Present Use 

district public _X occupied agriculture museum 
_X_ building(s) X private unoccupied commercial park 

structure both ' ' work in progress educational X- private residence 
site Publ ic Acqu is i t i on Access ib le entertainment religious 

. object [gy^ in process JL yes: restricted government scientific 
being considered yes: unrestricted industrial transportation 

no military other: 

4. Owner of Property 

Claude and Marnaret ""̂ ês 

street&number 706 Great P la i n Avenue 

city, town Needham state MA 

5. Location of Legal Description 

courthouse, registry of deeds, etc. Nor fo lk County Reg is t ry of Deeds 

street & number 650 High S t r e e t 

city, town Dedham state 

6. Representation in Existing Surveys 
title J "ventory of the H i s t o r i c Assets o f thuas this property been determined eligible? yes ^ n o 

Commonwealtli uf Massachusetts 422 

date 1977 federal state county local 

depository for survey records Mas<;arhiJ^Pt.tq H i ^ t . n r i r a l r.nmmigqinn, RO RnyUtnn ^ t r P t  

cityJ I Boston stat^iassachusetts 



7. Pescription James Smith House, Needham, Massachusetts 

Ccmdit ion Check one Check one 
— . exceUei^ deteriorated unaltered X _ original site 
— - gbo<f. * 2 , ruins X altered moved date 

fair unexposed 
see text 

Descr ibe the p resen t and or ig ina l (if known) phys ica l appearance 

The James Smith House, Needham, i s located on Great Plains Avenue, one of the 
ea r l i e s t t ransportat ion routes in th is suburban community 12 miles southwest 
of Boston. With a 1 1/2-story rear e l l b u i l t ca. 1730 and a 2 1/2-story, 
f ive-bay main block added ca. 1810-1830, the Smith House is one of the oldest 
structures in Needham. The bu i ld ing is of wood construct ion, the main block 
sheathed in clapboard and the e l l presently cedar-shingled, and rests on a 
brick foundation. Both main block and e l l s i t above f u l l basements. 

Or ig ina l ly par t of a 15-acre parcel on Needham's "Great P l a i n , " the house now 
stands on a level l o t of less than one acre in a res ident ia l neighborhood 
dominated by s ing le- fami ly dwell ings constructed in the 20th century. The 
house faces north and is set back almost 20 feet from the road. I t is fronted 
by a picket fence and plant ings of f lower ing bushes and evergreen t rees. On 
the bu i ld ing ' s east side is an asphalt driveway. A clapboard barn (ca. 1960) 
stands at the rear of the property. 

. The present James Smith House was constructed in two phases in the ear ly 18th 
and early 19th centur ies, w i th a t h i r d phase overlaying s t y l i s h ornamentation 
l a te r in the 19th century. I t i s apparent tha t the e a r l i e s t po r t i on , ca. 
1730, survives p a r t i a l l y i n tac t as a rear e l l of the present house, while the 
main Federal-style f r on t port ion dates to the occupancy of the Smith family 
ca. 1810-1830. ( I t i s also conceivable that the main block may have been 
b u i l t as la te as 1832-1835, when the property was acquired by George G. 
Stevens.) The Greek Revival -s ty le a l te ra t ions to the house, notably a f ron t 
porch (now removed), mantels in the f ron t rooms, and new roof over the main 
block, were undoubtedly done during George Stevens' occupancy ca. 1840-1860. 
A former woodshed, one story in height wi th a gable roof , appended to the 
e l l ' s rear w a l l , also dates to the mid 19th century. The surviv ing components 
from the d i f f e r e n t periods of the house are enumerated below. See attached 
pi an (Figure 1 ) . 

Eighteenth Century House 

The rear e l l consists of the nearly i n tac t frame of a ca. 1730 s t ruc ture . The 
heavy posts and chamfered g i r t s are typ ica l of the per iod, as is the summer 
beam and the low stud height of the s t ruc tu re . The double thickness board and 
batten door wi th strap hinges is also representative of the period. I t 
appears from the mortises for studs and corner braces in the underside of the 
g i r t near the probable former woodshed (a nineteenth-century addi t ion) that 
th i s was o r i g i n a l l y an ex te r io r end w a l l . 

Continued 
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Thus, the house as of ca. 1730 seems to have been a typ ica l story and a hal f 
s t ructure of a s ingle room, wi th the chimney formerly in the present s t a i r 
loca t ion . The presence of br ick underpinning around the foundation perimeter 
suggests that the house may have been moved onto th i s l oca t i on , or that i t was 
raised and the foundation al tered when the f ron t port ion of the house was 
b u i l t . The basement room was used as a kitchen a f te r the construct ion of the 
f ron t port ion of the house; a chimney base, brick oven, and evidence of a 
former f i replace remain. 

Early Nineteenth Century 

The two-story f r on t section of the house dates to the f i r s t quarter or early 
second quarter of the nineteenth century: the end-lapped clapboards fastened 
with cut na i l s and other de ta i l s suggest a date a f te r ca. 1810 and before 
1835. The f ron t doorway wi th i t s six f l a t panels and the p r o f i l e of the 
muntins of the s ide l ights of th i s doorway are typ ica l of t h i s per iod, as are 
the cased posts v i s i b l e on the f i r s t f l o o r . On the second f l o o r , these posts 
are buried in th icker wa l l s . Windows are 6/6 throughout the main block. 
Typical of the datable de ta i l s of the Federal period is the f ron t s t a i r newel 
post, s imi lar to that i l l u s t r a t e d in Asher Benjamin's American Bui lder 's 
Companion of 1806-1827 (Figure 2 ) . 

Mid-Nineteenth Century and Later A l tera t ions 

The house underwent a fur ther remodell ing, ca. 1840-1860 when Greek 
Revival -s ty le de ta i l s were added. The changes at t h i s time included a new 
roof with typ ica l overhanging eaves and rake at the gable ends, new exter io r 
t r im at windows and doors, a new verandah v i s i b l e in an old photograph, and 
new i n t e r i o r doors and mantels on the ground f l oo r . A representative example 
of s imi lar woodwork deta i ls of the period is shown in a plate from a l a te r 
Benjamin book. The Builders Guide of 1839-1845 (Figure 3) . Door, window, and 
mantel t r im on the ground f l o o r - - i n c l uding shallow pitched "pediment" and 
fretwork designs—are s imi lar to those depicted in Benjamin's book. 

Later changes to the property, such as the removal of the f ron t porch, the 
large angled bay added to the rear of the par lor and the rebui ld ing of the 
parlor chimney, as well as the addit ion of east and west e l l dormers, occurred 
early in the twentieth century. 

Archaeology 

While no preh is tor ic s i tes are cur rent ly recorded on the property, i t is 
possible that s i tes may be present. Located on a south facing terrace the 
Charles River, the area would have been a t t r ac t i ve for preh is tor ic 

Continued 
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settlement. Since very few s i tes have been reported in Needham, any survivals 
would be s i g n i f i c a n t . 

There is also potent ia l fo r s i gn i f i can t h i s to r i ca l archaeological deposi ts, 
especial ly occupation-related features such as p r i v i es , trash p i t s , and 
we l l s . Archaeological tes t ing may also help to document the construction 
dates for the d i f f e ren t sections of the bu i ld ing . Careful sampling and 
analysis of the surv iv ing h i s to r i ca l archaeological features would be 
s ign i f i can t in documenting, de ta i l i ng the soc ia l , c u l t u r a l , and economic 
patterns which characterize the house's occupation over nearly two and a hal f 
centur ies. 



8. Significance James Smith Hnii<;p MPPHIiam Ma<;c:;,rhii<:Ptt<: 

Period Areas of Significance—Check and justify below 
prehistoric archeology-prehistoric ^ community planning landscape architecture religion 
1400-1499 archeology-historic conservation law science 
1500-1599 agriculture economics ^literature ^ sculpture 

_ ^ 1600-1699 X , architecture education military .j, , , . , social/ 
_ J L 1700-1799 art engineering music ' humanitarian 
- J L _ 1800-1899 commerce exploration/settlement philosophy theater 

. 1900- communications industry politics/government transportation 
invention ^ other (specify) 

,_ Community Development 
Specific dates lyon i a i Qui fi-r^^Builder Architect Unknown 

c^. _ u ^ ^ m.-i-̂ , |84U-18bO 
statement of Significance (in one paragraph) 

The James Smith House, Needham, retains integrity of location, design, 
materials, workmanship, feeling, and association. Architecturally, the 
property i s significant as a demonstration of the evolution of building 
practices and styles in the colonial and early national periods, as the 
building was altered to suit changing needs. A modest c a . 1730 dwelling 
survives as the building's rear e l l ; the main block, a five-bay, 2 1/2-story 
structure was built c a . 1810-1835, and Greek Revival-style decorative features 
were added in the mid 19th century. The James Smith House thus f u l f i l s 
Criterion C of the National Register of Historic Places on the local l eve l , 

Needham, originally part of the 1636 Dedham grant, was incorporated in 1711. , 
By ca . 1712, a meetinghouse stood west of the Great Plain (at the intersection 
of Great Plains Avenue and present-day Central and Nehoiden Streets) . Four 
years la ter , a bridge had been built across the Charles River. Great Plains 
Avenue evolved early in the 18th century as a link from Dedham west to a 
growing village center. The Plain and the banks of the Charles River were the 
f i rs t areas sett led, with scattered farmsteads. The vil lage as a whole 
remained rather isolated and undeveloped up to the eve of the Revolution. 

The small structure that is now the rear el l of the nominated property, built 
c a . 1730, was probably the Smith family farmhouse, although this assumption is 
unproven. I t is known that James Smith arrived in the area and owned this y_ 
piece of property by 1727. 

The name of James Smith f i r s t appears in town records in 1726, when he and his 
wife Mary were admitted to membership in Needham church, shortly after they ' 
arrived from Ireland. They presented a testimonial from the minister of the 
congregation in Ballykelly, in Londonderry. In 1727, James Smith bought from 
John Fisher fifteen acres of land on the road from Dedham to Needham, now 
Great Plain Avenue, and here he bui l t his house and established a farm shortly 
thereafter. His name appears in town records in subsequent years in 
connection with town and parish a f fa i rs . He died in 1754 and was buried in . 
the old town burying ground. y 

Robert Smith, the next owner and occupant, first appears in town records in 
1759 when he served with the colonial troops in Nova Scotia during the French 
and Indian War. In May 1775, he was appointed a member of the Committee of 
Correspondence, and that same year, he was also elected captain of the militia ' 
company of East Needham; he was probably chosen because of his earlier 
military experience. He was in command of the East Needham Militia Company on 
April 19, 1775, when it responded to the Lexington Alarm. On the morning of 
that day, he mustered the company in the open space before the church and y-^'^-'--

Continued 



9. Major Bibliographical References 

See continuation sheet 
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10. Geographical Data 
Acreage of nominated property Less t h a n one a c r e 

Quadrangle name Newton 

UT M References 
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J—L _L H J M i l J—L I . I . I J 
Verba l boundary desc r ip t i on and j us t i f i ca t i on See A s s e s s o r ' s Map 

Northerly by Great Plain Avenue 793 feet 
Easterly by Lot#l, 152 feet 
Southerly by land or formerly by McGarry, 78 feet/Westerly hy In t 1?8,87 feet 

List a l l s t a tes and coun t i es for p roper t ies over lapping s ta te or coun ty boundar ies 

state code 

state code 

county 

county 

code 

code 

11. Form Prepared By 
Betsy Friedberg, Preservation Planner, Massachusetts Historical Commission w/ 

name/title Needham Historical Commission 

organization Massachusetts His tor ica l Commission date June 1986 

street & number 30 Boylston Street telephone 5 1 7 - 7 2 7 - 8 4 1 0 

city or town Boston state Ma<;<;arhM^Pttc 

12. State Historic Preservation Officer Certification 
Tfie evaluated significance of this property within the state is: - . . > 

national state x 'oca' 

As the designated State Historic Preservation Officer for the National Historic Preservation Act of 1966 (Public Law 89-
665), I hereby nominate this property for inclusion in the National Register and certify that it has been evaluated 
according to tfte criteria and procedures set forth by the National Park Service. 

State Historic Preservation Officer signature 

) f f i c e r ' State His tor ic Preservation Of f icer  
title Executive Director, Massachusetts H is tor ica l Commission 

For NPS use only 
I hareby certify that this property is Included in ttw NaHonal (lagister 

A /7 Entered In the 
/ y^X/^CC^^^tt-^ty^^H^^i-^-^ national Register 

date ^ ' ^ - - f ^ 

•r of the National Regtster 

Attest: date 

Chief of Registration 
GPO s< 1 -ass 



NPS Form 10-900-a oMB No. 1024-0018 
O^) Expires 10-31-87 

U n i t e d S t a t e s D e p a r t m e n t o f t h e I n t e r i o r 
Nationai Park Service 

National Register of Historic P laces 
Inventory—Nomination Form 

James Smith House 
Continuation sheet Needham, Massachusetts Item number g Page 

marched them o f f toward Lexington. They encountered the Br i t i sh troops in 
the i r re t rea t from Lexington to Boston and fought in the engagement now known 
as the Bat t le of Menotomy. Five Needham men died in that engagement. 

Captain Smith l a t e r served during the Siege of Boston and wi th General 
Washington at Dorchester Heights. In 1774, he was a member of the town 
committee appointed to d i rec t the payment of town bounties to the town's 
en l is ted so ld ie rs . He was paid fo r guard duty in 1778, and in 1780 he was 
appointed to a committee charged wi th the enlistment of new men. After the 
war. Captain Smith remained act ive in m i l i t i a a f f a i r s , and he served the town 
in various o f f i c e s ; in 1793 he was elected a selectman. He died in 1800, and 
he too was buried in the town burying ground. 

The smal l , simple house remained in Smith family ownership un t i l i t was sold 
in 1832 to farmer George Gay Stevens, who had ea r l i e r l i ved in the West 
Needham Parish. In addi t ion to maintaining the farm, Stevens was a 
dist inguished member of the conmunity, serving as deacon of the F i r s t Parish 
Church for f i f t e e n years and as a "noted surveyor of highways" (the l a t t e r 
according to a 19th century town h i s t o r y ) . At some point during the change in 
ownership, the small o r ig ina l house was moved back to become the rear e l l of 
the present main block, which was b u i l t before 1835. 

In 1875, Stevens died; at that t ime, the or ig ina l f i f teen-acre l o t was 
d iv ided. Tax l i s t s of 1887 show Harr ie t Stevens, George Stevens' widow, 
owning 6 3/4 acres, a barn and shed (both demolished). The house remained in 
the Stevens family from 1832 un t i l 1914, and during these years i t came to be 
known as "the Stevens Homestead." While in possession of the Stevens fami ly , 
the bu i ld ing received i t s modest Greek Revival-sty le ornamentation, inc luding 
a new gable roof wi th overhang, a porch (now removed), and i n t e r i o r f i n i shes . 

Since 1914, the house has had a succession of owners who have care fu l l y 
preserved the h i s to r i ca l charac ter is t ics of the house. By 1945, the parcel 
had dwindled to i t s present one-auarter acre. In 1973, i t was bought by 
Claude and Margaret Hodges, the present owner-occupants. 

A rch i tec tu ra l l y , the James Smith House i s s i gn i f i can t as a representative of 
the evolut ion of bu i ld ing practices over two centur ies. At i t s rear, the 
bu i ld ing retains the modest 1 1/2-story house tha t remains one of the few 
early 18th century houses s t i l l standing in Needham. I t s small size and 
sturdy construct ion evidence both the construct ion methods of an ear ly eastern 
Massachusetts agr icu l tu ra l community and the re la t i ve i so la t ion and apparently 
impoverished state of a community where such a modest s t ructure would survive 
essent ia l ly unchanged for close to a century. The bu i ld ing 's l a te r h is tory of 
construction i s typ ical of many ear ly Massachusetts dwel l ings, as the simple 

Continued 
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dwell ing o f an ear ly s e t t l e r was relegated to the rear o f a more up-to-date 
Federal-style two-story house ca. 1810-1835. That larger st ructure was 
modernized in the middle of the nineteenth century in the then fashionable 
Greek Revival s t y l e . Further changes in the twentieth century, inc luding the 
addit ion of a large bay window at the rear of the par lo r , and of a t t i c 
dormers, as well as the removal of a mid 19th century f r o n t porch and rear 
p r i vy , have made i t a comfortable house for today. 
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James Smith House 
706 Great Plain Avenue 
Needham, Massachusetts 

Figure 1. 
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James Smith House 
706 Great Plain Avenue 
Needham, Massachc^i'setts 

Figure 2. Plate 43. 
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James Smith House 
706 Great Plain Avenue 
Needham, Massachusetts 

Figure 3. 
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The Commonwealth of Massachusetts 
Office of the Secretary of State 

Michael Joseph Connolly, Secretary 

Massachusetts Historical Commission 
Valerie A. Talmage 
Executive Director 
State Historic Preservation Officer 

July 21, 1986 

Carol Shull 

National Register of Historic Places 
Department of Interior 
National Park Service 
P.O. Box 37127 
Washington, DC 20013-7127 

Dear Ms. Shull, 

Enclosed you w i l l find the following nomination foiros: 

Duxbury, OLD SHIPBUIIDER»S HISTORIC DISTRICT, located on both sides of 
Washii^on Street from Rowien Avenue to just north of South Duxbury. 

Harwich, BERRY, CAPTAIN JAMES HOUSE, 37 Main Street, 

Harwich, SOUTH METHCDIST CHURCH, 270 Chatham Etoad. 

Needham, SMITH, JAMES HOUSE, 706 Great Plain Avenue. 

A l l have been voted eligible by the State Review Board and have been 
signed by the State Historic Preservation Officer. Owners were notified 
of pending State Review Board consideration 30-75 days before the 
meeting and were afforded the opportunity to conment. Comments 
received to date are attached to the nomination forms. 

Sincerely, 

Sarah J. Zinmerman 
Director, Preservation Planning 
Massachusetts Historical Conmission 

SJZ/dr 

80 Boylston Street, Boston, Massachusetts 02116 (617) 727-8470 


