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SIGNIFICANCE 

The Reverend Daniel Putnam 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, 
materials and workmanship i n i t s s u r v i v i n g i a t e F i r s t Period plank frame 
and i n t e r i o r 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. I t s plank w a l l 
c o n s t r u c t i o n represents an unusual Massachusetts Bay framing a l t e r n a t i v e 
possibly connected t o the a v a i l a b i l i t y of sawn lumber i n the area. (North 
Reading had a sawmill operating by 1701.) The s u r v i v a l of an e n t i r e room 
i n t a c t , i n c l u d i n g p l a s t e r and p a i n t , furnishes a ra r e o p p o r t u n i t y t o study 
a complete F i r s t Period i n t e r i o r . The existence of the o r i g i n a l 
s p e c i f i c a t i o n s and subsequent mod i f i c a t i o n s f o r the house provide a ra r e 
i n s i g h t i n t o the ways i n which a c t u a l b u i l d i n g r e l a t e d t o a c o n s t r u c t i o n 
proposal, and give us in f o r m a t i o n as to what was considered a s u i t a b l e 
d w e l l i n g f o r a r u r a l town's m i n i s t e r i n the e a r l y 18th century. The f a c t 
t h a t most of the frame i s p r e s e n t l y covered w i t h l a t e r 18th-century f i n i s h 
suggests t h a t f u t u r e i n v e s t i g a t i o n may be l i k e l y t o y i e l d important 
i n f o r m a t i o n on l a t e F i r s t Period c o n s t r u c t i o n under C r i t e r i o n D. 

EXTERIOR DESCRIPTION 

The Reverend Daniel Putnam House i s a five-bay, 2 1/2 s t o r y , c e n t r a l chim­
ney s t r u c t u r e , two c e l l s deep w i t h a simple Federal/Greek Revival doorway 
and a 1 1/2 s t o r y 1820's shed w i t h a second t a l l , t h i n chimney p r o j e c t i n g 
from the r i g h t rear. Recent reclapboarding revealed evidence of an o r i g i ­
nal 3-bay facade, w i t h only one window to each side of the f r o n t door. 
The o r i g i n a l core was e i t h e r a one or two c e l l 2 1/2 s t o r y house of plank 
frame c o n s t r u c t i o n , which was enlarged to i t s present s i z e i n the l a t e 
18th or e a r l y 19th century. The present rear w a l l i s of stud c o n s t r u c t i o n . 

MAJOR FIRST PERIOD FEATURES 

The t r a n s i t i o n a l nature of t h i s house i s evident i n i t s r e t e n t i o n of 
o r i g i n a l F i r s t and Second Period i n t e r i o r f i n i s h . B u i l t by the town f o r 
i t s new m i n i s t e r c. 1720, i t s lower rooms e x h i b i t Second Period paneling 
and boxed beams which may be o r i g i n a l to 1720, w h i l e the southeast chamber 
i s f i n i s h e d w i t h l a t e F i r s t Period decoration. 

Determining the e v o l u t i o n of *he house i s complicated by the existence of 
the m i n i s t e r ' s settlement agreement i n the 1718 p a r i s h records, which 
s p e c i f i e s a b u i l d i n g whose dimensions do not match the present s t r u c t u r e 
The town was t o b u i l d Mr. Putnam a "house 28 f e e t long: 19 f e e t wide- 15* 
feet stud w i t h a l e n t e r on the back side 10 f e e t s t u d , w i t h 3 chimnis from 
ye ground, and one chamber chimney, w i t h a conveant s a i l e r and w e l l i n 
l i u e of the 100 pounds, i f [Mr. Putnam] f i n d n a i l s and glass" f o r the 
nouse. [1] For t h i s the p a r i s h voted to r a i s e L. 100 by taxes. Although 
the present house i s approximately 40 feet wide and 28 f e e t deep, the 
southeast c e l l w i t h chimney bay measures 24 by 17 f e e t , r e l a t i v e l y close 
to the ori'ginal s p e c i f i c a t i o n s . As v i s i b l e F i r s t Period f i n i s h i s found 
m the southeast chamber, t h i s may i n d i c a t e an o r i g i n a l one c e l l 2 1/2 

1 
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s t o r y plan. Nevertheless, such a plan would not provide the number of 
rooms and hearths s p e c i f i e d i n the settlement, which seems t o i n d i c a t e a 
two-room pl a n . The p a r i s h seems t o have r e a l i z e d t h i s , f o r i t voted on 
Aug. 26, 1719 to allow the m i n i s t e r ' s housebuilding committee to " a l t e r 
the fashion of the house, chimneys, and c e l l a r as the committee' and Mr. 
Putnam agree," provided that they not exceed the o r i g i n a l cost. As the 
present southwest end has i d e n t i c a l plank framing v i s i b l e i n the c e l l a r , 
i t i s l i k e l y t h a t e i t h e r the house was a c t u a l l y constructed as a tw o - c e l l 
p l a n , or the o r i g i n a l one-cell house was enlarged s h o r t l y a f t e r , as i s 
i n d i c a t e d by the presence of e a r l y Second Period paneling i n these rooms. 
(The house u l t i m a t e l y d i d not cost L. 100 t o b u i l d , as the p a r i s h i n 1723 
was determining what to do w i t h the surplus b u i l d i n g funds.) 

The second f l o o r southeast chamber e x h i b i t s complete F i r s t Period f i n i s h , 
i n c l u d i n g the o r i g i n a l whitewash and p l a s t e r , r e c e n t l y uncovered during 
r e s t o r a t i o n . The transverse summer beam has a beveled chamfer w i t h 
lamb's-tongue stops, the butt-cog j o i s t s have narrow f l a t , (beveled,) 
chamfers w i t h no stops, and summer, j o i s t s , and a t t i c floorboards are 
whitewashed. The p l a t e s , posts, and end t i e beams have beveled chamfers; 
the chimney g i r t i s quirk-beaded. The f i r e p l a c e w a l l r e t a i n s v e r t i c a l 
h a l f - l a p sheathing w i t h two small square r a i s e d f i e l d panels ( p a r t i a l l y 
r e s t o r e d ) over the f i r e p l a c e . The o r i g i n a l n o r t h w a l l w i t h i t s s u r v i v i n g 
p l a s t e r i s exposed; the l a t h s are n a i l e d d i r e c t l y onto the plank w a l l , 
w i t h a whitewashed r i s i n g brace i n the northeast corner. 

The rear f i r s t f l o o r k i t c h e n has one quirk-beaded post; i t i s impossible 
t o t e l l i f t h i s i s p a r t of an o r i g i n a l lean-to or a reused member. 
Twentieth-century f i r e damage makes i t impossible to t e l l i f the res t of 
the framing members were chamfered. The k i t c h e n has wide h o r i z o n t a l 
sheathing w i t h deep feathers. The chimney stack was removed i n 1880 and 
re s t o r e d i n 1972 f o l l o w i n g the o r i g i n a l o u t l i n e . Eveidence was found of a 
coved f i r e p l a c e f r o n t i n the k i t c h e n ; t h i s has been r e s t o r e d i n b r i c k . 

The rear second f l o o r contains s l i g h t l y jowled posts and one transverse 
beam which has been e i t h e r hacked away or given a very crude beveled 
chamfer and taper stop. A l l other v i s i b l e framing members are unfinished. 

The o r i g i n a l , p a r t i a l l y r o t t e d f e e t of the n o r t h plank w a l l (now the north 
inner w a l l of the southwest room) protrude down through the c e i l i n g of the 
1799 basement below. The c e l l a r s e c t i o n under the rear of the house i s 
roofed u s i n g reused r a f t e r s w i t h p u r l i n trenches, probably used here when 
the second f l o o r was r a i s e d i n the 1820's. S t r i n g e r marks i n the 
whitewash on the f r o n t of the chimney foundation i n d i c a t e t h a t the c e l l a r 
s t a i r s were o r i g i n a l l y located under the f r o n t lobby stairway; they are 
now i n the northwest corner of the house. 

S t a p l e t o I n v e n t o r y form at bottom 
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LATER SIGNIFICANT FEATURES 

Due t o the t r a n s i t i o n a l date of the house and i t s undetermined e v o l u t i o n , 
i t i s d i f f i c u l t to t e l l whether the Second Period f i n i s h i n most of the 
rooms i s o r i g i n a l or l a t e r a d d i t i o n s covering o r i g i n a l f i n i s h . The 
simple, deep and w i d e l y feathered r a i s e d f i e l d panels and v e r t i c a l 
sheathing on the f i r e p l a c e w a l l s i n the southwest room and chamber could 
conceivably have been produced by a r u r a l town f o r one of i t s most 
prominent c i t i z e n s i n 1720. The beams i n these rooms are p l a i n l y boxed. 
The f i n i s h i n the southeast room, which i s much more elaborate, probably 
was put i n a f t e r 1750 and may cover the o r i g i n a l t r a n s i t i o n a l f i n i s h . The 
f i r e p l a c e w a l l i n t h i s room i s covered w i t h many f i e l d panels and has a 
simple molded f i r e p l a c e surround. A molded cornice runs along the tops of 
the beam boxes on a l l four w a l l s and the summer beam. The three outer 
w a l l s are covered t o the dado w i t h f i e l d paneling. The deep windows have 
f o l d i n g s h u t t e r s and f i e l d panels on sides, s i l l , and s o f f i t . 

No i n t e r i o r f i n i s h seems to postdate ca. 1820, which seems t o be when the 
house reached i t s present form. 

HISTORICAL INFORMATION 

The house was b u i l t by Reading's North Parish as a c o n d i t i o n of Rev. 
Daniel Putnam's settlement as the f i r s t s e t t l e d m i n i s t e r i n the North 
Parish. Putnam was m i n i s t e r i n o l d Reading (now Reading, North Reading, 
and Wakefield) f o r 39 years (1720-1759), longer than any other m i n i s t e r 
except h i s successor. Rev. E l i a b Stone. The house was occupied by 
Putnam's descendants u n t i l 1962. Prominent owners include Deacon Daniel 
Putnam, p h y s i c i a n and selectman, and Deacon Henry Putnam, selectman, s t a t e 
r e p r e s e n t a t i v e , and Revolutionary war veteran. The widow of s t a t e 
r e p r e s e n t a t i v e and War of 1812 veteran Capt. Joshua Putnam, Nancy (Graves) 
Putnam, used p a r t of the house f o r teaching boarding students and day 
p u p i l s a f t e r her husband's death. 

NOTES 

1. North Parish Records, Dec'ember 29, 1718. 

REFERENCES 

Eaton, L i l l e y , Genealogical H i s t o r y of the Town of Reading Boston: 1874. 
Graves, Mary H. E a r l y M i n i s t e r s of the North Precinct (1907), 
LePage, Samuel M. A H i s t o r y of North Reading (1944). 
Middlesex R e g i s t r y of Deeds and Probate, research by Barbara O'Brien, 

NRHC. 
Parish Reoords. 
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