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The Pierce House is a two and one-half story frame salt-box with a 
lean-to and extended pitched roof. Six bays wide by two bays deep, the 
house's greatest visual impact results from its sweeping roof line. The 
facade has as its sole decorative element two simple pedimented doorways 
built in the third quarter of the eighteenth century. The doorway to 
the west has two sidelights. In the 1930's the nineteenth century 
clapboards were covered with light grey asphalt shingles. 

The original central chimney has been replaced by a smaller one 
built in the nineteenth century. A subsidiary chimney on the eastern 
side of the house was constructed as part of an eighteenth century full 
extension on the eastern side of the original nucleus. I t was this 
extension, with its additional doorway, that resulted in the house's 
"duplex" appearance. 

The 6-over-6 window sash are largely replacements. The second 
story facade windows are directly under the eave. All windows have 
plain moldings. 

The westernmost doorway opens onto a small entrance hall and stairs, 
remodelled in the 1840's, and exhibiting plain cylindrical balusters. 
To the west is a room exhibiting a finely chamfered sumer beam. A 
nineteenth century mantle and panelled cupboards are principle decorative 
elements. Behind this room is the kitchen, and a half bath. 

The central room has an eighteenth century mantle with nineteenth 
century additions, wide pine floor boards and a nineteenth century 
cupboard are of particular interest. A doorway on the eastern wall 
leads to an additional room. The nineteenth century mantle, and the 
presence of six doors leading variously to closets, a back stairs, and 
lean-to are of particular interest in this easternmost room, M I;: , ; 

The second floor consists of three chambers directly above each of 
those on the first floor. As on the first floor, the posts are exposed. 
The central and eastern chambers have non-functional fireplaces. A full 
bath has been added in the lean-to. All the rooms described thus far 
are plastered. 

The attic is divided into a large central room with a small one at 
either end. Evidence of an early gable, removed in the nineteenth 
century, is apparent. A small skylight has been let into the roof on 
the northern side. 
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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 Pierce House is a primary example of a first period dwelling 
exhibiting changes and additions made over the ensuing three-hundred and 
twenty odd years of its history. It is among the dozen earliest houses 
surviving in New England that can be firmly dated, thus, constituting 
documentary evidence as a structure built by immigrant English carpenters. 
An unrecorded deed, dated 1652, provides an ante quern date for its 
erection. > 

Architecturally, the house exhibits in its principle elements a *" 
pattern of development extending from the mid-seventeenth century through 
the mid-nineteenth century. Of particular importance is the original 
seventeenth century frame, expanded in the third quarter of the eighteenth 
century by the lateral extension of the central nucleus and the addition 
of a lean-to. Tne resulting roof line, composed of three distinct 
degrees of pitch, is unusually dramatic. I's-'sr i f 

In addition to its architectural importance. Pierce House represents 
great sociological and demographic significance. The house has been 
continuously occupied by the Pierce Family, beginning with Robert Pierce 
and extending over ten generations of his direct descendents until 
acquired by the Society for the Preservation of New England Antiquities 
in 1968. A great body of family documents exists, which illuminates the 
lives of every generation in their occupational, religious, political, 
economic and cultural contexts. The house is situated on a portion of 
the original six acre land grant given to Robert Pierce. The economic 
history of the plot, and several others acquired by the Eamily, with 
gradual, and then finally precipitous sale in the 1870's, documents the 
evolutionary creation of a neighborhood, and, in fact, a sizable portion 
of contemporary Dorchester. Thus, eleven generations of a single family, 
the house they lived in, and the land they owned form a uniquely complete 
fabric of the past. . 

Many members of the Pierce Family are of extraordinary interest. 
Col. Samuel Pierce described in his diary his first-hand account of the 
numerous events leading to the Revolution, including the Boston Massacre. 
Prior to the outbreak, he resigned from a commission under the crown to 
accept a commission of Lt. Col. in the Colonial Militia. As head of the 
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Dorchester Militia for the duration of the War, he corresponded with 
Paul Revere, John Avery, and other prominent figures; he later commanded 
the forces on Castle Island. His highly descriptive muster lists and 
his letter to his wife provide unusual insights into this pivotal period. 
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Re-evaluation of construction date due to dendrochronology 

As a result of the dendrochronology testing of Phase I of Pierce House in Dorchester in 
November of 2001, the construction date of the building has now been identified as 1683 and of 
Phase II as 1712. The research team consisted of Daniel Miles and Michael Worthington of the 
Oxford Dendrochronology Laboratory, England, with Anne Grady of the Society for the 
Preservation of New England Antiquities (SPNEA) acting as liaison. Their report, cited below, 
presented the following results and conclusions. Ten samples were taken in the Phase I middle 
portion of the building from summer beams, tie beams, girts, wall braces, and joists. Matches 
between the samples suggested that the timber all originated from a single woodland situation. 
Six of the samples produced precise felling dates. Five were cut in the winter of 1682/83 and the 
sixth was felled one year earlier during the winter 1681/82. The report stated, "Given the high 
number of precise felling dates to the same season, the trees were clearly felled for the 
construction of this building, and construction would have commenced during the early part of 
1683." The Phase II westem extension yielded four good samples, one of which gave a precise 
felling date of 1711/12. The existence of only one felling date means that it must be interpreted 
with caution, but construction is likely to have begun in 1712 or shortly after. 

The full results of the analysis are presented in: D. W. H. Miles, M. J. Worthington, and Anne 
Andrus Grady, Development of Standard Tree-Ring Chronologies for Dating Historic Structure 
in Eastern Massachusetts, Phase I I , Massachusetts Historical Commission Survey and Planning 
Grant Completion Report, Interim Report 2002/6, Society for the Preservation of New England 
Antiquities and Oxford Dendrochronology Laboratory, May 31, 2002. An abridged version of the 
report can be found on the website www.dendrochronology.com. The full report can be found at 
SPNEA, now known as Historic New England, and at the Massachusetts Historical Commission. 

A note on dendrochronology dating 

In recent years free-ring chronologies have been developed for eastem Massachusetts and 
adjacent regions, and a number of buildings or parts of buildings have been evaluated and given 
new construction dates due to tree-ring dating, or dendrochronology. The principle behind tree-
ring dating is a simple one: the seasonal variations in climate produce variations in growth which 
are reflected in the varying width of the annual rings of the tree. The rings in timbers from 
historical houses are compared with previously dated ring sequences from old-growth trees and 
from timber from structures with well-established dates to allow precise dates to be ascribed to 
each ring. Computer comparisons quantify how good the match is between the two. A 
dendrochronologist then analyzes the results and establishes the date the tree was felled. Some 
caution must be used in interpreting these dates to determine the construction date of a building. 
Sometimes timbers from the same construction phase of the same building have been felled one, 
two or more years apart. However, it was common practice to build timber-framed sfructures with 
green or unseasoned timber, and it is likely that consfruction was completed within twelve or 
eighteen months from the felling date. 
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Massachusetts Historical Commission 
Mr. J. Paul Loether 
National Park Service 
National Register of Historic Places 
1201 Eye Street NW, g"' floor 
Washington, DC 20005 

Dear Mr. Loether: 

Enclosed please find supplementary information for 34 properties previously listed on the 
National Register of Historic Places, reflecting recent scholarship regarding their dates of 
construction, based upon dendrochronological techniques. 

These properties include: 

Boston (Suffolk County): 

James Blake House (NRIND, 5/1/74) 
Pierce House (NRIND, 4/26/74) 

Cambridge (Middlesex County): 

Cooper-Frost-Austin House (NRIND 9/22/72) 

Dedham (Norfolk County): 

Fairbanks House (NRIND, NHL, 10/15/66) 

Deerfield (Franklin County): 
All properties are located within the Old Deerfield Village HD (NRDIS, NHL 10/15/66) 

Allen House (MHC # 20) 
John Ashley House (MHC #31) 
Eldad Bardwell House (MHC #23) 
Bull-Williams House (MHC #47) 
Childs House (MHC #53) 
Frary House (MHC #13) 
Eliezer Hawks House (MHC #58) 
Hinsdell-Williams House (MHC # 24) 
Jonathan Hoit House (MHC # 9) 

220 Morrissey Boulevard. Boston, Massachusetts 02125 
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Little Brown House (MHC #79) 
Moors House (MHC #39) 
Nims House (MHC #12) 
Russell House (MHC #49) 
Saxton House (MHC #48) 
Severance House (MHC #19) 
John Sheldon - Hawks House (MHC #32) 
Stebbins House (MHC # 36) 
John Williams House (MHC # 50) 

Essex (Essex County): 

Cogswell's Grant (NRIND 4/19/90) 

Gloucester (Essex County): 

White-Ellery House (NRIND, NRTRA 3/9/90) 
[First Period Buildings of Eastem MA, TRA] 

Ipswich (Essex Coimty): 
Paine-Dodge House (NRIND, NRTRA, 3/9/90 
First Period Buildings of Eastem MA, TRA 

Merchant-Choate House (NRDIS, NRMRA, 9/17/80) 
[High Street HD] 

Lexington (Middlesex County): 

Hancock - Clarke House (NRIND. NHL, 7/17/71) 

Millville (Worcester County): 

Chestnut Hill Meeting House (NRIND 11/13/84) 

Newbury (Essex County): 

Tristram Coffin House (NRIND, NRDIS, 5/24/76) 
[Newbury HD] 

Salem (Essex County): 

Eleazer Gedney House (NRDIS, 10/1/74) 
[Gedney and Cox Houses HD] 

Pickering House (NRDIS 8/28/73) 
[Chestnut Street HD] 



Sandwich (Bamstable County): 

Wing Fort House (NRIND 6/3/76) 

Winthrop (Suffolk County): 

Deane Winthrop House (NRIND, NRTRA 3/9/90) 
[First Period Buildings of Eastem MA, TRA] 

Please add the enclosed continuation sheets to the existing National Register nomination 
files. 

Sincerely, 

fi^t^ lpVUl^<£{ijly\_j>.' 
Betsy Friedberg 0 
National Register Director 
Massachusetts Historical Commission 

Enclosures 


