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The Claflin-Richards House is situated in the center of Wenham on approxi­
mately one-half acre of land and is surrounded by lawns and planting enclosed by a 
white picket fence. Set with the northwest gable end to the street and the front 
entrance facade facing southwest, i t stands well back f rom the main road (Rte. l A ) . 
The house property is flanked on the southwest by an extensively landscaped private 
home and on the northeast by the Wenham Twon Hall (1853). The property faces the 
remnant of the old Town Green beyond which are three fine clapboard structures: the 
Wenham Tea House (1913), the Hobbs House (17th century, added to in 18th century) 
and the Firs t Congregational Church (1842). This town center is the focal point of 
Wenham's recently established Historic Distr ict . 

The 2^1/2 story Claflin-Richards House is a four-room, center chimney 
dwelling with a late (1925) salt-box addition on the rear half of the northeast side, 
the house when built in 4661 consisted of two rooms and attic with the large chimmey 
on the rear, southeast facade. It was enlarged to the present four rooms in 167^by 
the town for the use of the new minister, Reverend Joseph Gerrish. 

V 
Its exterior is now brown stained clapboard but in 1661 i t may have been 

covered by the 1" thick pine planks ranging f rom 14" to 25" in width which were fitted 
vertically into grooves in the ground sills and second story girts. These planks were 
discovered during the 1925 restoration and have been removed. At the second story 
the same vertical planking remains today under the present clapboards. 

The high and steep shingled pitch roof, extending f rom northwest to southeast, 
is interrupted on the front half of its southwest slope by a typical 17th century gable. 
The northwest facade has a second and third story overhang while the southwest 
facade has only a second story overhang, extending approximately two-thirds of the 
wall to the southeast, just beyond the entrance way. 

The f i r s t story windows have diamond-shaped leaded mullions set in triple 
casement windows, one centered on each of the northeast, northwest and southwest 
facades of the original house area. A single window with the same diamond shaped 
mullions is to the right of the entrance door with a duplicate in the southwest gable 
and on the rear, southeast facade. The second floor and both southeast and north­
west gable windows are characteristically 18th century small paned, 8 over 12, on 
the second floor and 6 over 6 in the gable, with four window openings on the south­
west, one on the northwest, two on the northeast and one on the southeast. The 
lean-to addition has an entrance door and is irregularly fenestrated. 

The interior of the 1661 f i r s t floor room has been restored to its original 
character with framing exposed and the fireplace, with its typical rear wall oven, 
opened up. Outstanding are the ogee corner braces, extending out and up f rom each 
corner post to the gir ts . This type of brace has been found in three Wenham houses 
and nowhere else in New England. The room above this has been left as it was when 
remodeled in the 18th century. 

In the f i r s t floor room of the 1673 addition the framing is oak. A beam runs 
across the center of the room parallel to the fireplace wall and no corner braces 
were used. The original curved hearth has been uncovered and the fireplace restored 

[see Continuation Sheet] 
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7. Claflin-Richards House, Wenham 

The chamber above this room has also been left as a typical example of 18th century 
remodeling. 

Connected to the house on the far end of the southwest wall is the one-story 
Pickering Library, built in 1952. At the rear of the house an entrance foyer connects 
the house to a one-story museum wing which in turn is connected to an auditorium. 
Two small, one-room shoe shops, c. 1850, are on the grounds of the present complex. 
The Winslow Shop houses Wenham farm and ice tools. It was in this building that 
Sidney Winslow, founder of the United Shoe Machinery Company, learned the rudiments 
of shoemaking. The Merri l l Shop, moved to the westerly front yard in 1930, is 
preserved intact as it was when used prior to 1869 by Israel Trask. Al l buildings have 
been placed on the property so as not to detract from the original house. 
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Claflin-Richards House, Wenham 

repeatedly elected to the legislature and was appointed in 1700 to keep a school in town. 
As it was the custom for the schoolmaster to keep school in his home, i t is believed 
that the Claflin-Richards House was the f i r s t school building; there are no records to 
the contrary. 

Deacon Jonathan Kimball was the next owner, followed by Captain Uzziel Dodge 
(1815), who was the second postmaster. While Captain Dodge owned the house, Miss 
Elizabeth Shaw taught a private school in one of its rooms, and also held a Sabbath 
school there, the f i r s t in town. She married Reverend Mr. Nichols and went as a 
missionary to India. 

Mr . Samuel Dodge, son of Captain Dodge and the next owner (1827) was invited 
by a town committee to settle here as physician and surgeon. Captain Edmund Kimball 
of Marblehead bought the house f r o m the widow of Dr. Dodge in 1836 and rented it to 
the family of Jabez and Mary Ann Richards. 

Mrs. Richards, widowed in 1840, purchased the house and i t remained in the 
Richards family until 1921, when it was purchased by the Historical Committee of the 
Wenham Village Improvement Society. Mary Ann's daughter, Elizabeth, who grew up 
in the house, graduated with the f i r s t class f r o m the State Normal School at Salem. 
She founded the famous restaurant chain, Thompson's Spa, was the inventor of Union 
Underwear suits and was one of the three founders (1877) of the Women's Educational 
and Industrial Union in Boston, an early organization founded to promote the cause of 
Women's Lib . She also founded the International Doll Collection which earned over 
$50, 000 for charity. (Her collection formed the nucleus of the collection now housed 
in the museum wing of the Wenham Historical Association.) 

Among letters of Elizabeth Richards Horton are reminiscences of tales told by 
her mother of Washington and Lafayette stopping at the house and she herself remem­
bered Kossuth, the Hungarian statesman, drinking at the well and Alcott, Emerson and 
Thoreau spending the night there when they came to deliver "Lyceum Lectures. " 

Thus the Claflin-Richards House, named for its f i r s t known and last private 
owner, has been an integral part of the life of the town center since 1661. Restored 
in most of its original exterior detail it is a fine example of a 17th century dwelling 
house. In 1952 i t became the property of the Wenham Historical Association and 
Museum Inc. and as part of an excellent museum/library/meeting hall complex, i t 
serves over 8, 000 visitors a year. 
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S T A T E M E N T O F S I G N I F I C A N C E 

The Claflin-Richards House is the oldest house on Main Street, Wenham, and 
is perhaps the oldest in the town. For over 250 years this house has escaped f i re 
and decay and has survived improvements. It has been continuously occupied f r o m 
at least as early as 1661, with a long ownership by ministers, schoolmasters, 
doctors, and men of importance in c iv i l and mili tary matters. 

In 1642 Samuel Smith and John Fiske gave to the Town of Wenham, out of 
their grants, 10 acres each on either side of the Meeting House to be divided into 
two-acre lots for the encouragement of tradespeople to come to the town. In 1661 
Robert MacClaflin was granted two acres of this land at the same time he was 
accepted as a'townsman. It is not known whether he built the house or whether i t 
was already standing on his land. MacClaflin and his family lived in the house for 
approximately ten years. In 1672 the town of Wenham exchanged with MacClaflin 
his house and land for property elsewhere in Wenham. 

Robert MacClaflin, a Scot, was captured at the Battle of Dunbar in 1650 and 
sold into indenture lo the master of the Iron Undertaking at Saugus before coming to 
Wenham. MacClaflin served under Sir Edmund Andros and his eldest son, Robert, 
died fighting under Sir Wil l iam Phips in 1690. He was a surveyor for the town and 
owned a bark m i l l , tan vat and brick yard before his death c. 1690. The "Mac" was 
dropped f r o m the name shortly after 1700 by his children. Among his eminent 
descendants was Lee Claflin, a member of the Massachusetts Senate in 1868 and 
founder of the f i r s t coeducational college for black students, Claflin University, 
Orangeburg, South Carolina. Lee's son, Will iam, was Lieutenant Governor of 
Massachusetts f rom 1866-68, Governor in 1869-71 and later representative to the 
U. S. Congress. 

In July, 1673, the Town of Wenham, after the exchange of property with 
Robert MacClaflin, voted to build a "howse of 18 foott square and 13 foott stud to be 
added to Roberts howse. . . . " The resulting four room house was for the use of the 
town's new minister. Reverend Joseph Ge/rish, and was used by Gerrish as a 
dwelling house for the next 21 years. Money for glass and nails for the ministry 
house was appropriated in 1673 and the next year it was voted to cover the "old 
house with boards. " Reverend Gerrish was pastor in Wenham for 40 years, over 
half of which were spent in the present Claflin-Richards House. He was one of the 
ministers who took a f i r m stand against the witchcraft persecutions in 1692. 

Captain Thomas Fi^ke, next owner (1693) was the leading mili tary man of 
the town, leading the Wenham company in 1675 against King Philip. He was 

[see Continuation Sheet] 
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