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1. Name of Propertv

historic name John Robbins House

other names/site number. Robbins "Lottery" House

2. Location

street & number 144 Great Road (MA Rtes 2A/119) N/A not for publication

city or town Acton N/A  vicinity
state  Massachusetts code MA county Middlesex ,code 017 zip code 01720

3. State/Federal Agency Certification

As the designated authority under the National Historic Preservation Act of 1986, as amended, | hereby certify that thisisf nomination
« request for determination of eligibility meets the documentation standards for registering properties in the National Register of
Historic Places and meets the procedural and professional requirements set forth in 36 CFR Part 60. In my opinion, the property

1SELEs L ASSsNebimass N@é‘tﬂfﬁéﬁ@@i@%rQHﬁéi@a | recommend that this property be considered significant
*i Ratienally ¢ stateviride pliseally: (: See eentiniPpp sheet for additional comments.) !
G/f/03

Signature of ortifying official/Title  Car~H. Mfetz, SWPO, Massachusetts Historical Commisgjgp
State or Federal agency and bureau
In my opinion, the property « meets « does not meet the National Register criteria. (¢ See continuation sheet for additional Comments.)
Signature of certifying official/Title Date

State 0/ Federal agency and bureau

4. National Parl< Service Certification
I, heneby certify that this property is:
| entered in the National Register
« See continuation sheet.
« determined eligible for the
National Register
« See continuation sheet.
« detemnined not eligible for the
National Register
« removed from the
National Register
« other (explain):
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Name of Property

5. Classification

Ownership of Property
(Check as many boxes as apply)

Category of Property
(Check only one box)

X private X building(s)

_ public-local _ district

_ public-State _ site

_ public-Federal _ structure
_ Object

Name of related multiple property listing
(Enter "N/A" if property is not part of a multiple property listing.)

N/A

6. Function or Use
Historic Functions
(Enter categories from instructions)

DOMESTIC: single and double dwelling

7. Description

Architectural Classification
(Enter categories from instructions)

EARLY REPUBLIC: Federal

Narrative Description

Middlesex, MA
County and State

Number of Resources within Property
(Do not include previously listed resources in the count.)

Contributing Non-contributing
2 0 buildings
1 sites
. structures
objects
Total

Number of contributing resources previously listed
in the National Register
0

Current Functions
(Enter categories from instructions)

DOMESTIC: single dwelling

IVlaterials
(Enter categories from instructions)

foundation STONE: granite, fieldstone

walls WOOD: weatherboard
roof ASPHALT
other

(Describe the historic and current condition of the property on one or more continuation sheets.)
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7. DESCRIPTION

Setting.

The John Robbins House stands on the west side of Great Road (Mass. Routes 2A and 119) doseto the
street on abroad, shallow lot. A large lawn with a pile of rocks maridng where an 18th-century barn

(Map #3) once stood occupies the area north of the house. South of the building are alarge vegetable

garden with aca. 1920s farmstand (Map #2) and avariety of treesand shrubs. A fragment of an eest-
west fieldstonewall south of the house near the road marks the lineof an old farm lane. Another length
of wall linesthe southwest edge of the property along the road. (Map #4)

The north-south roadbed of the former Framingham & Lowell Railroad parallels the Great Road
directly behind the Robbins property. West of the railroad embankment is | ce House Pond, along body
of water on Nashoba Brook, created by a dam about 500 yards southwest of the house that was
asociated with a sawmill complex built by John Robbins father, Joseph, in 1788. West across the
brook are woods, open meadows, a playing field, and Acton'soldest and largest cemetery, Woodlawn
Cemetery.

The houseis one of the last residential properties on what gradually becamealong commercial strip
over the course of the second half of the 20th century, extending through Acton west from the Concord
lineto Littleton Common. Today, the character of Great Road in the immediatevicinity of the Robbins
House is adisparate mix of modern commercial complexes and a handful of pre- and post-1960s houses
converted to busnessuses Directly across the street, a shopping plazais presently being developed on
20 acresthat were divided out from the Robbins farm in about 1930.

Exterior description.

Completed in 1800, the 42 by 36-foot main block of the John RobbinsHouse isalarge, four-square late
Georgian/early Federal dwelling, two stories high, capped by a shallow-hipped, asphalt-shingle roof.
Two large painted brick chimneys rise from the inner portions of the sde planes of the roof. The
- building is elevated dlightly above the level of the road atop agranite-block foundation on alow earthen
terrace which extendsinto a small forecourt enclosed by a picket fencein the form of abalustrade. A
14 foot deep two-part, one-gory leanto goans the south two-thirds of the rear of the house, to connect at
the southwest house corner with along one-story, sde-gable-roofed chaise housewoodshed.  Acrossthe
rear west wall of the chaise house/shed isa much later leanto, added in two sections between 1950 and
1960.

Giant order Roman Doric (Tuscan) pilasters, st on granite plinths and surmounted by afull cornice,
define the corners of the main house block. Thewood-framebuilding isclad inwood clapboards

(continued)
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which reduce gradually intheir reveds toward the lower part of thewalls, where they end at abroad
water table.

The main block has two principal facades. The eadt elevation, the proper "front" facingtheroad, isa
formal symmetrical five-bay arrangement. (Photo 1) Itsfoca point is a generoudy scded center
frontispiece, ds0 with Tuscan pilasters, and with an entablature enriched with dentilsand modillions.
(Photo 5) Theentry has alarge six-panel door under afive-light transom. Thewindows, both here and
throughout most of the house, are 12-over-12-sagh, in plank frameswith molded edges Most arefitted
with wood louvered blinds dating to the early 19th century.

The secondary south facade, facing the circular, unpaved driveway, is d<0 of five bays, but isless
formal in itsarrangement. Thewindowstoward the rear of the house are placed closer together than
thetwo at the front. The south Sde entranceisin aone-story hip-roofed endosed porch occupying the
middle bay—a feature common inlate 18th-century domestic architecture in the Acton/Concord area.
The south door, located in the eest face of the entry, isalarge six-pand type, surrounded by a molded
architrave. A window centered in the south wall of the entry is 8-over-12-sash. West of theentry isthe
bulkhead door to the cellar. Between the two, at foundation level, isa surviving section of the brick
gutter which formerly ringed the base of three ddes of the house but was mostly covered over in the
1920s.

Thenorth sde of the houseistwo bayswide. Thewest rear wall of the house, on which the pilastersdo
not return, isthree bayswide at the second story. The rear leanto is composed of two sections. Its
north part, projecting from the center of the main housewall, isa 1967 rebuilding of theoriginal leanto
of 1799-1800, measuring 14 by 14-feet. | t Standsonthe original fieldstone foundation, and has one 6-
over-9-sash window in the north end, and two 6-over-9's on the west sde. The section to its south,
under a continuation of the leanto roof, isbuilt over the original well. 1t was probably at one-timean
open "piazza' forming asheltered work goace and an open passage to the chaise house/woodshed.

In the early 1920s the original leanto was taken down and replaced by a smaller tarpapered structure
on a frame of railroad ties, sections of telephone poles, and some existing timbers. The 1967
reconstruction was based on considerable existing evidence, using as much of the original material as
was practical. Atthat timethe rear piazza over the well was enclosed as a summer porch, with four
large four-pane storm windows over alow clapboard wall, and centrally placed pand-and-glassdoor.
Thetwo heavy late 19th-century semicircular whedl brackets now embellishing the comers of the latter
section were relocated from a former door hood on the chaise house. (Photo #4)

(continued)
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Chaise house/woodshed, ca 1800 (Photos 2-4)

Extending south from the endosed piazza, on dlightly lower ground, is the combined chase
house’woodshed. Thisisalong narrow 1 1/2-gory structure with a Sde-gabled roof, built partly of
timbers, sheathing, and paneling from the ca. 1745 Wooley House, which had stood acrossthe road.
(Other reused dements of the earlier house, including hardware, paneling, and doors, appear inthe
cellar and in somerooms of the main house) Thelong east wall, facing the driveway, (Photo 2) has a
sngle 6-over-9-sash window toward the north end, with a4-pand Victorian door just south of it. A six-
panewindow occupies thewalled-in former opening of thewoodshed, but the liptical-arched doorway
of the outer chaise house end, fitted with double-leaf carriage doors, still occupies the south part of the
wall. The positions of theinterior goeces—a utility room at the north end, awoodshed in the center, and
the chaise house in the south end, are demarcated on the exterior by vertical and horizontal trim
boards, presently picked out in white againgt the red walls. The horizontal sheathing of the eadt front,
which was originally exposed, was uncovered in the 1960s when later clapboards were removed. The
rest of the structure is clapboarded.

The south and north endsof the chaise house/woodshed each have one 6/9 window in the gable pesk.
(Photos 3 and 4) Extending to the rear are two shed-roofed leanto additions of the 1950s The
northernmost, a room about 20 feet square, with two 8-over-12-sash windowsin itsnorth wall, was built
first,inabout 1950. Itsrear wall has an asymmetrical arrangement of one 16-pane window and a
panel and glassdoor. Three small multi-pane windows are placed high inthe wall of the later south
section. The south end of the latter leanto has a /9 window and a horizontal-panel and glassdoor.

Other exterior aterations. Aside from maintenance repairs, including the restoration of the front.
cornice in the 1930s, the exterior of the main house block remains substantially as first built. The
windows are original throughout, and all but afew of thelouvered blinds first hung in about 1835-40
remain. The clapboarding of the north, eest, and south wallsis amost entirely original; the west rear
wall was largely reclapboarded inabout 1850. With the exception of a brief period inthe 1950s and
60s, when the back of the house was painted white and the blindsblack, the color scheme has aways
* been as it is now—white for the elevations visible from the street and red for the back and the chaise
house, with green blinds.

The only major repairs to the main house have involved the rear leanto (described above) and the
reinstallation of the balustrade around the front terrace. The balustrade, originally framedinto the
house but removed about 1900, was rebuilt in 1973 following evidence found on the siteand in lega
descriptions of the property. Its desgn—flat 11/2- by 3/4" pickets s&t into bottom boards and amolded
upper rail, with square posts with molded cgps—wes ds0 based on the recollections of thosewho
remembered the original. Theonly part of it not replaced was an arched rosetrellisover thefront gate.
In the late 1980s the purple Welsh date roof—either the original roof or a 19th-century

(continued)
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replacement—was replaced with asphalt shingle, and in the 1990s a small wooden landing with stairs
and a simple balustrade was built over the existing granite dab siepsfor safer accessto the south entry.

Interior

Thebadc Federal "four-square” plan of the main house condsts of awide central hallway bay, containing
front and rear stairs placed back to back against an intervening wall, flanked by two principal roomsat the
front of the house and two at the back. The front and back rooms are separated by the two chimneys,
which serve four fireplaces on each floor, onein each room. Passageways or large daosets occupy the Soeces
between the chimneys and the outer wallsat both stories. Asindicated by the fenestration on the exterior,
the front rooms are a few feet degper than the rear rooms. (Sse Sketch Floor Plans)

Like the exterior, the interior of the housg, finished in three distinct Sagesas rooms cameinto active use,
remains largely unchanged. The broad front stair hall and the rooms south of it were completed in 1800
with finely executed |late Georgian/early Federal woodwork derived from William Pain's Practical Builder.
(See photocopied plates from the Boston edition, 1792) Thefour- and six-pand interior doors are typical of
the tum of the 19th century—with raised pands on one side, recessed panels on the other. Throughout the
house alarge amount of the early hardware remains—hinges of severa types, Norfolk latches, iron spring
latches with small brassknobs, etc., and the front door bell that is operated by apull with connecting wires
and springs.

The stair hall, (Photos 8 and 9) between the two front rooms has a generoudy proportioned two-run
saircasewith scrolled tread ends and amoldedrail st on square, diagonally-positioned dowels. The newd
posts are 3-inches square, with molded tops. A low dado of wide horizontal boards with molded chair rail
ringsthe lower part of the walls. The upper, plastered wall surfaces of the stair hall retain unrestored
stenciling done probably in the 1830s by theitinerant artist Moses Eaton, Jr. (1796-1883). Originaly from
Hancock, New Hampshire, Mr. Eaton, who learned hiscraft from hisfather, spent many yearstraveling
throughout New England, New Y ork, and as far west as Ohio, decorating the interiors of hisday. Extant
examples of Eaton's work in Massachusetts are still being identified. Among them are sencils in the
Lemuel Fales/RufusBullock Housein Royalston (NR 1976), the George Hosman Housein West Newbury,
and the Caleb Whesdler, Jr. House in Bolton. The stenciling in the Robbins House isstill largely intact on
the unpainted surface of the plaster. The design, executed in green and red, consds of large-scale foliate
motifs aligned vertically between stripes of short diagonal green lines, with upper and lower vine and leaf
borders. The main alteration tothe stair hall is an opening, fitted with asmall reused two-panel door, that
was cut through the back wall of the stair landing for easier access to the upstairs back hall in about 1945.

Thelow dado isds0 present in the south entry and in the southeast parlor. Other than the front stair
hall, thisisthe only roomin the housewith thistype of dado, and the only one to have low window
(continued)
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sedts. | nthe south part of the west wall of this roomisa pair of 6-panel doors—one to the south entry
and oneto ashallow chinacabinet with pull-out desk or tea table. The center of thewall is occupied by a
fireplace with an elaborate mantel with full entablature and cornice. Thefriezeiscarved inintersecting
circles, and flanked by gouge-work capitalswhich are asimpler subgtitute for thefoliate-carved capitals
shown inthe Pain illustration. (See Photo 7, and Pain, Plate 47.) The cornice at the top of thewall in
this room is the most elaborate in the house, consgting of a crown molding of heavy Georgian
proportions over a friezeembelished with gougework triglyphs. The louvered interior blindsin the
parlor window revedls were installed in about 1850, replacing former paneled shutters. Atabout the
same time, the brass doorknobs were replaced with rosewood ones.

The spacious southwest kitchen isin unusually original condition for ahousethat istwo hundred years
old. Although asink, countertop with drawers, and woodenwall cabinets wereinstalled aong the south
part of the rear wall in the mid-20th century, the rest of the room retains its early 19"'century
appearance. The eest wall of the room is dominated by thevery long fireplace (now filledin), which hes
awidewood surround embellished with Federal moldings and a shallow, molded mantel shelf. (Photo
10) The brick bake oven isstill in place north of the plastered-over firebox, itsopening covered by an
ornamented cast-iron door. A 42-inch-high dado covers the lower part of the painted plaster walls, and
asmplehorizontal trim board, about four inches wide, ringsthe upper parts of thewalls about two feet
beow the ceiling.

The northeast rooms on the first and second stories, finished about 1830-35, contain a combination of
smple ca 1800 Federal trim with transitional Federal/Greek Revival detailing of a type that was still
popular in Acton until about 1840. The mantel in the lower room, apparently used as a second,.
northeast parlor, which has raised-pand pilasters and capitals, retains its original painted surface
variegated in black, gold, and green to resemble marble. (Photo 11.)

The first-story northwest room, separated from the southwest kitchen by the basement stairwell and

endosad rear stair, may have begun as a partially-finished summer kitchen. 1t was apparently updated

in the 1830s after Elbridge and Charlotte Robbinswere married and had cometo settle herein the house
with his parents. The reduced brick fireplacein this room has angled sdewalls. (Photo 12.) Likeits
southwest counterpart, the fireplace has awidewooden surround embellished with an architraveand a
molded mantel shelf. Here the adjacent bake oven and the ash pit below it are conceded by asingle
wooden door with along raised-field panel. Thefireplaceisflanked by two 4-pand doors—the oneto the
north leading to the northeast parlor, and the one to the south opening intoachinacoset. Thesmple

cadngs on the room's corner posts, the dado, the four-panel doors, and the horizontal trim board placed
high on the walls are all similar to the 1800 finish of the south kitchen. One whimsical detail is the

trefoil-shaped ventilation holes cut inthe upper pands of the door to the rear leanto. (Photo 13)

(continued)
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Theloft contains three pairs of dovecote openings—one on the eadt that is keyhole-shaped, and two made
up of small archeson the south. Additions built inthe 1940s and 1950s doubled the ground plan of the

building by adding two leantos with very shallow-pitched roofs across the rear, the south onedightly lower
in height than the north. (The north leanto was a small outbuilding that was moved to the ste from

Littleton.) Theirintended functionisuncertain. Today they are used for storage, and a goace partitioned

off at the rear center isa small bedroom.

Site features

A few features of the early landscaping around the house are still evident. Atthe eest, north, and west

ddes of the house the sod terraces el evating the house well above the natural grade are still intact. That at
the south sde was mostly faced with alow mortared goneretaining wall inthe 1920s A pair of spruce
treesformerly sood within the fenced front courtyard. The northern tree, apparently alate 19th-century

replacement for an elm or other deciduous tree, died and was taken down in the 1980s. The southern tree
was destroyed inthe 1938 hurricane, and a new spruce, now about 25 feet high, was planted inits place

LMe years later.

Along thefieldstonewall (Map #4) separating the south yard or driveway from an old farm lane isavery

largelilac bush, believed to have been planted when the house was built. Just west of the end of thewall is
a ca 1920s farmstand (Map #2, Photo 7), which has been usad for many years as a storage shed. |t

originally stood about fifty feet north of the house, closer to the road™ and was moved toits present location
in the 1940s. The unpainted, somewhat deteriorated wooden building has a shallow-pitched shed roof,

vertical-board sides, and horizontal-board shutters spanning the broad front opening. The roof of the
farmstand was extended to the rear in about 1970 to shelter lawn equipment. South of the farm lane,

along the Great Road boundary, isanother length of oldfieldstonewall, and about thirty yards north of

the houseis a pile of rocks marking the site of the farm's original barn (Map# 3), built about 1745 and

demolished in 1922.

Recent additions to the property include awindbreak of pine trees planted inthe 1930s along the north
edge of the property and aline of tall hemlocks dose to the north wall of the house, the circular gravel
driveway in the angle of the house and chaise house created in the 1960s and plantings of shmbs, fmitand
ornamental trees and flower beds. Among the latter is aclump of tiger lilieswhich wastransplanted to the
front court in the 1970s to the front terrace from the site of the 1730s garden originally belonging to John
Robbins grandmother.

Archaeological Description

While no ancient Native American Sites are located on the John Robbins House property, Stes may be
present. Environmental characteristics indicate a high potential for the presence of ancient stesinthe
area. The houseis located on a well drained, level to moderatdly doping terrace within 1000 feet of
Nashoba Brook, now impounded forming Ice House Pond. Nashoba Brook drains southeasterly to the
Assabet River within the larger Concord/Merrimack River drainage. Given the above information,
regional patterns of Native settlement, the small sze of the nominated parcel (1.08 acres), and impacts
related to construction of the adjacent railroad right-of-way, the house, and bam, a low to moderate
potential exigs for locating significant ancient Native American resources on the property.
(continued)
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A high potential exigs for locating historic archaeological resources on the Robbins House property.
Structural evidence may exist from barns, outbuildings, and alterations made to the house during various
periods of renovation. A pileof rocks, possbly foundation remains, reportedly marks the location of a
1745 barn north of the house. The barn was originally associated with the Wooley Farm located across the
road from the house. Most agricultural outbuildings associated with the Robbins Farm were located across
the road. Construction and occupational related features (trash pits, privies, wells) may dso exist on the
property. Theoriginal well isreported under the southern part of the rear leanto attached to the present
house, and the privy was located againgt the original exterior west wall of the chaisehouse. Thelocations of
trash pits/areasare unknown. Stratigraphic evidence may aso exist related to grading and/or railroad bed
construction along the western property boundary.

(End)
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8. SGNIHCANCE.

The 1800 John Robbins House is significant as a well-preserved, stylish example of a rural

Georgian/Federal farmhouse. Built for alocaly prominent country "squire" and hisfamily, it was the
most sophisticated residence constructed in Acton at the turn of the 19th century. In awider context, it
isone of the mogt intact in aseries of farmhouses located at intervals aong the major regional highway
(now MA Routes2A and 119 through Acton) that led from Cambridge to southem New Hampshire in
the early yearsof the republic. Itisaso significant as the farmhouse of one of the town's two largest

and mogt prosperous 19th-century farms, and as one of Acton'sfour "L ottery Houses" built with the
winningsof the Harvard College lottery of 1794-96. Initslatter role, it isastriking manifestation of one
type of state-sanctioned, institutional fundraising which resulted in the development of both early

buildingsat Harvard, and as a byproduct, significant real estate in the surrounding countryside. For all
these reasons, the property meets Criterion A of the National Regigter at thelocal level. Dating to 1799
1800, the building is Acton's most sophisticated example of transitional Georgian/Federal architecture.
It digplays not only high-style exterior features such as the tall Tuscan comer pilasters and frontispiece,
but dso awealth of intact interior finishwork executed by highly skilled local and regional craftsmen.
The interior detailing includes carved, reeded fireplace surrounds and chair rails dating to 1800, and

paint schemes of the 1830sthat include a marbleized mantel and a stairhall with walls stenciled by

itinerant artist Moses Eaton, Jr. Thus, for itsarchitecture, the building meatsCriterion C, dso at the
local level. The property maintains integrity of location, desgn, immediate setting, materials,

workmanship, feeling, and association.

Acton, formerly an outlying part of Concord and first known as Concord Village, was incorporated in
1735. It was a farming community and remained 0 until the middle of the 19th century, when the
coming of the first railroad west from Boston began to inspire pockets of industrial growth in the south
and west partsof town. Sweeping through the eadt part of Acton, amajor regional thoroughfare, part
of acolonia and early national highway system from Cambridge to southem New Hampshire, weas the
Great Road/Littleton Road, (today's M A Routes 2A/119). Severd farms located along the route,
"including the John Robbins farm, were among the most prosperous in town for much of the 19th
century.

John Robbins (1762-1836) was the son of Capt. Josgph Robbins, whose farmstead was located just west
of NashobaBrook facing today's Concord Road. Joseph Robbins had served in the French and Indian
Wars, became a Captain in the local militia, and was chosen leader of Acton's East Militiain 1774. On
the night of April 18-19,1775, when alarm rider Samud Prescott brought word that British forceswere
on the move, it was young John, a few hoursshy of histhirteenth birthday, who galloped off from his
father's house to warn the Captain of the Acton Minutemen that it was time to rally to march to
Concord.

(continued)
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John Robbins worked his father's farm for several years before marrying a neighbor, Sarah (Sally)
Jones, in 1791. Sally was the daughter of Oliver and Hannah (Wooley) Jones, and she and John first
took up housekeeping in a small house that had belonged to her maternal grandfather, Joseph Wooley.
Joseph Wooley died in 1787, and John Robbins purchased approximately half the farm he had owned
on both sides of the Great Road adjacent to Joseph Robbins' homestead. The purchase from the
Wooley heirs was made in two parts--one in 1790, the other in 1794. The Wooley house stood across
Great Road from the nominated property, but the barn was located opposite the house, on the west side
of the road. The former Wooley house, barn, and 63 acres are all recorded under John Robbins' name
on the Federal Direct Tax census of 1798.

It is believed that work on John and Sally's second house at 144 Great Road (just south of the barn)
began in 1799. They moved into their new home in 1800. Known locally as one of Acton's four "lottery
houses," the building has its origin in the quarter-share of a Harvard College lottery ticket that John
Robbins purchased in 1794. The combination of fortune and opportunity that led to its construction,
and to the building of three other houses, has become the subject of local legend.

Harvard College lotteries

In the latter part of the 18th century and the early years of the 19th, lotteries were a popular fund-
raising mechanism of institutions in Massachusetts. During a period that spanned several decades, the
Massachusetts legislature looked favorably on lotteries, granting permission upon an applicant's
petition, setting rules and guidelines for their operation, and appointing overseers for their
management. After the Revolution, in the space of less than ten years, Harvard College held three
lotteries to raise money for the construction and repair of college buildings and the acquisition of
property. A fourth lottery, for which the state legislature granted permission to Harvard in 1765 for .
the building of a dormitory, never took place. The first lottery the college conducted was a small one,
held in 1788 to raise 450 pounds to purchase Joseph Pope's orrery (planetarium). The last one,
approved in 1806, two years before the legislature finally voted to forbid the sale of lottery tickets, was
conducted to raise $30,000 for the construction of two university buildings.

- It was the middle lottery of 1794-1796 which John Robbins entered, together with three friends, each of

whom purchased a quarter-share in one ticket. The 1793 petition of the Harvard Governing Boards,
asking permission to raise lottery funds for a new building, had met with some opposition sparked by
the recent decision by the National Convention of France to abolish lotteries "forever." In 1794,
however, an act was passed granting Harvard permission to hold the lottery, and an eminent board of
managers, including Benjamin Austin, Jr., Henry Warren, Samuel Cooper, John Kneeland, and
historian George Richards Minot, was appointed. Tickets were priced at $5 each, and were to be drawn
in three sequential phases, or "classes.”" The largest prizes, up to $10,000, were to be part of the second
drawing, which began on April 9, 1795. The odds were good, as the chance of winning some prize was
calculated as one in three. Although this lottery eventually broke down in an overly ambitious fourth
phase, the total amount realized by the college in 1796 was just over $11,000. Those receipts, combined
with $5,000 from Harvard's general funds, eight years' interest, and funds from the final 1806 lottery,
eventually paid for the completion of Stoughton Hall.
(continued)
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John Robbins new house

According to the most popular local story about the Acton lottery ticket, the purchaser (possibly John

Robbins, but usually understood to be Abel Conant), had second thoughts about his extravagance and

the sinful implications of gambling, and to assuage his reservations he persuaded three of his friends
each totake aquarter interest. Whilethe Act of 1794 specifically forbade the selling of fractional parts
of ticketsfor apremium price, the practice of purchasing haves, quarters, and eighths of aticket, even

directly from alottery office, was commonplacein all of the Harvard Collegelotteries. As a quarter-
shareticket bearing only Abel Conant's name still exigts, it islikely that eech of thefour Acton quarter-
ticketswas issued directly to itspurchaser. The Acton ticket won one of the grand prizes—probably a
second-place prize of $5,000 drawn inthe 1795 second-dass drawing, which would have given each of

the four men $1250. The lasting result for the town of Acton isthe quartet of handsome housesthat

each of the ticket-holdersbuilt with their winnings.

Two of the four buildings, the John Robbins House and the neighboring house built or enlarged by

Calvin Heywood, were two-story hip-roofed dwellings, constructed within ahalf mile of each other on

thewest Sdeof the Great Road. (Thesmaller, ssimpler center-chimney Heywood House, now converted

to acommercial use at 160 Great Road, was originally located a short distance north of the Robbins
House, at the corner of Great Road and Brook Street.) The houseof Abraham Skinner islocatedin

Acton Center, at 140 Nagog Hill Road. The fourth house, which had been begun beforethe lottery

drawing, was the center-chimney house built by Abel Conant, which still Sandsin greatly updated form
just west of the town center, at 562 Main Strest.

By far the grandest of the four, and the most unaltered today, is the house built by John Robbins..
Harold Phalen, quoting an 1876 newspaper articlein his 1954 History of Acton, says "When built it was
by far the best housein Acton and isexcdled by very few even now." (Phalen, 214) The carpenter is
unknown, although there is speculation that it may have been either Daniel Davies or Calvin Heywood,
both of whom were housewrights of thetime. Daniel Davies(Davis) is believed to have constructed the
1794 Middlesex County Courthouse in Concord. Whoever the builder may have been, it is clear that he

-was familiar with the recently published Boston edition of William Pain's source book for house
carpenters, the Practical Builder of 1792. (Sse photocopies B and C, Plates 67 and 47 from thePractical
Builder.) Although some of Pain's Georgian-inspired designs, especidly those for mantelpieces and
Staircases, appear insimplified and adapted form in the Robbins House, in their greater ddicacy of
cdethey are dso more Federal in character than their source. (See Photos 6 and 14)

John and Sally Robbins took up residence in their grand new house once the southeast parlor was
completed in 1800. According to the recollections of 19th-century Acton residents, the Robbins parlor
was the most elaborate room in the most sophisticated housein town. D. Henry Scarlett, in anotebook
of 1901-03, recorded alongtime observer's memory of the room: "The finish in the parlor was carved
by hand. |ttook 100 days to carve it and the workmen got $1.00 aday, which was

(continued)
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good wages then." (Scarlett, 57) Itislikely that the combined southwest chaise house and woodshed were
congtructed next, using timbers, sheathing and paneling from the old Wooley House across the road,
which was dismantled after the family vacated it. The old Wooley barn, however, continued in use north
of the new house until 1922, when it was demolished. (See Map #3)

Capt. John Robbins, Esquire. Thelarge, stylish house on the main road through East Acton reflected the
gatus of its owner, who by 1799 was a Captain inthe militia and alocal magistrate, as well as afarmer.

From an early age John Robbins held many town offices, and he became a prominentfigure,known later
in lifeas "Squire" Robbins, inboth Acton'stown affairs and itssocid life. By the time he purchased his
share of the Harvard L ottery ticket hewas already town Treasurer, apost he held from 1793to 1808. He
was Town Clerk from 1807 to 1820, and a Sdectman from 1808to 1817 and again from 1819to 1820. As
Town Moderator for twenty years, he was known for his stentorian voice. He was dso a Justice of the
Peece, Treasurer of thelocal Socid Library, and was activein the preparations for Acton's Centennial in
1835, the year before his death

At theturn of the 19th century, John Robbins farm, which by that time included the adj oining estates of
both hisfather and hiswife'sgrandfather, was one of the largest in Acton. 1t covered 230 acres on both
ddes of the Great Road, extending west to (and including mogt of) the land that later became Acton's
Woodlawn Cemetery, and included a sawmill on Nashoba Brook, south of the present Concord Road,
which had been built by his father. By 1811 John was leasing his father's former farm to his cousin,
George W. Robbins, an arrangement which continued until 1876.

John Robbins died in 1836 and Sally in 1839. By then, eight of their ten children had died—al but one of
them intheir twenties, and at least two from consumption. While John Robbins will reserved two rooms
in the house for hisdaughter, Lucy, until her marriage (she married in 1850), and for his granddaughter
Sarah Louisa Fletcher (who died in 1847) the farm passed to the edest and only surviving son, Elbridge
Robbins.

Elbridge Robbins house and farm. Like hisfather, Elbridge Robbins (1810-1890) was an important local
official. Heserved on most of the important committees in Acton, including three terms on the Board of
Sdlectmen, and in 1880 on the first committee formed to build a public town library. He married
Charlotte White in 1833, and it was apparently around that time that the house wes fitted out to
accommodate two households—that of Elbridgeand Charlotte, and of Elbridge'selderly parents. Among
the likely renovations of that time were the finishing of the northeast rooms in a transitional
Federal/Greek Revival style, the stenciling of the center stairhall, and the installation or updating of the
kitchen in the northwest first-story room. Even after John and Sally died, for the rest of tbe 19th

(continued)
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century the household was a crowded one, consisting of many family members, at least one domestic
servant, and a successon of hired hands.

Elbridge and Charlotte had three children. Ceeste, Elbridge Jones, and Liike. I nabout 1860, thetwo
s0ns moved to Cambridge for afew years, where they ran astore. Luke enlisted as assaman during the
Civil War, and was killed at Galveston aboard "the Seminol€" in 1865. Elbridge J. eventually returned
to Acton, and established hisown farm to the north of his parents), at 502 Great Road. After 1872, he
lived south of hisfather's homestead, at 75 Great Road. Beginning in 1854, Cdede became ateacher in
the Acton schools, and her evaluations by the schools Prudential Committee were invariably
complimentary. | n 1856 the committee's report proclaimed her "Well-qualified, fond of the busness,
loving and pleasant, though sufficiently earnest and decided in the schoolroom... A kind word is better
than a pretty face, but when they both come together, who can resis their genial influences?' Like all
female teachers of her time, Cdegte Robbins career ended When she married. Upon her i860 marriage
to Luther Conant, Jr., (grandson of lottery-ticket holder Abel Conant,) she lived in the Conant L ottery
House at 562 Main Street, until her untimely deeth in 1865.

Charlotte Robbins died of consumption in 1844, and in 1849 Elbridge married next-door-neighbor
Mary Elizabeth Hapgood, by whom he had six more children. 1nthe middle of the 19th century, the
farm had reached 273 aoes—73 improved, and 200 unimproved. It was the second largest property in
Acton inacreage, and had by far the highest invalue of any farmintown. In 1850 Elbridge Robbins
grew more hay than any other farmer, and had the largest production of potatoes and Indian com. He
joined the Middlesex Agricultural Society in 1852, following hisfather, who had been one of the earliest.
members of that progressive, influential organization. Elbridge was a major dairy farmer at an
unusually early date, with a herd of over 30 cows by 1851.

By 1865 the Robbins household consisted of deven people. Elbridge and Mary were raising their sx
children, ranging from two months to fifteen years, and, like many farm families of their time,
» employed and boarded severd Irish immigrants. The boardersin that year included an elderly laborer,
a gate pauper who worked as afarm hand, and a 24-year-old maid/housekeeper. In the post-Civil War
era, the Robbins farm was one of the most diverse and productive in Acton. Taking advantage of the
ready aooess to regional markets provided by two additional railroads, (the 1872 Framingham & Lowell
and later the Acton, Nashua & Boston branch line passed sde by dde through the Robbinsfarm,
directly behind the house)) Elbridge Robbinswas not only adairy farmer selling milk for market, but
expanded into large-scale orcharding and market gardening, as well. Hismain rival in agricultural
production was hisdaughter'sfather-in-law, the second-generation owner of the Conant L ottery House,
Luther Conant. Elbridge Robbinswas dso acattle broker, buying and selling livestock to the farmers

in the greater Acton area.

(continued)



United States Department of the Interior
Nationd Pak Savice

National Regiger of Higoric Places
Continuation Sheet

g 5 John Robbins House
Section number Pege Admn (Middesx), MA

Later history

After Elbridge Robbins death in 1890, his real edatewas partitioned into six parcels, including two
pieces totaling three acreswith the house and the old barn. To settle hisegtate the house and farm were
bid inat auction in 1892 by his son, Chauncy B. Robbins (1850-1922.) Elbridge's widow, Mary,
continued to live in the house with Chauncy until her deasth in 1902. By 1900 the farm had been
reduced to 75 acres. The buildings on it included the Robbins house with the attached chaise
house/woodshed, the old Wooley/Robbins barn north of the house, and on the eest Sde of the road, a
large mid-century New England barn with attached cowshed. Chauncy Robbins carried on his father's
livestock business until 1905, advertising locally as a "Deder in Live Stock. New Milch Cows a

Specialty.”

In 1903, Chauncy Robbins bought property in Boxborough, moved thereafew yearslater, and in 1903
sold the family farmto his younger brother, Webster C. Robbins. Webster (1860-1917,) adedlerin
horses, rather than cattle, already owned afarm nearby at 65 Great Road, and apparently leased out
their father's former farm until hisdeath. By 1910, however, either he or Chauncy had added two up-
to-date structures, asilo and awindmill, directly across the road from the house. The property, with 75
contiguous acres, was sold out of the family in 1918 by the trustees of Webster Robbins' will.

In 1920, the Robbins Farm, further reduced to about 24 acres, was purchased by a Scandinavian-
American family. Christian and Edith Jensen. They occupied the Robbins House until 1929, when they
built a new farmstead with ashingled Dutch Colonial farmhouse (recently demolished) on the land on
the eest 9de of the road adjacent to Elbridge Robbins hig cow barn. That property, which they divided
out from the Robbins farm, was continued in agricultural production by the Jensens and their
succesors through the end of the 20th century. Later in 1929, the Jensens sold the Robbins House, with
about 2 1/4 acres, to Martin F. Goodwin, ateacher and later Principal of Concord High School, and his
wife, Clare. They grew asparagus, which they sold from the farmstand (Map #2,) which was at first
located dose to the street. During the fifteen years that the Goodwins lived there, the house was
modernized by the installation of abathroom on the sacond floor and kitchen cabinetsin the southwest
kitchen.

In 1944, William E. and Belle Hinckley purchased the house. They were antiques dedlers, and through
the 1950s and early '60s, sold antiques from the chaise house. 1n 1955 they subdivided the remaining
part of the farm between Great Road and the railroad bed into sixteen narrow lots, with alargeone in
the center for the house. Mrs. Hinckley died first, and Mr. Hinckley diedin 194, leaving the house and
two parcelsnorth of it to his niece, Myra T. Carpenter, in hiswill.

Mrs. Carpenter, who lived for afew yearsinthe housewith her husband, Philip, sold the property in
1965 to Donald O. and Barbara G. Nylander, who moved there with threeof their four children. They
had recently founded the non-profit Iron Work Farm in Acton, Inc. to savethe 1732 Jones

(continued)
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Tavern in South Acton (NR-Ind., 1986) from demolition. Severd yearslater they led the organization's
acquisition of the oldest housein Acton, the 1707 Faulkner Homestead (NR-Ind., 1971) Until his
retirement, Mr. Nylander was Vice-Presdent of the Cambridge Savings Bank. Hedso sarved as Town
Accountant of Acton for 21 years. Younger Nylander family members have shared their parents
dedication to the preservation and documentation of local and regional history and the built
environment. Son Richard Nylander isan international authority on historic wallpaper and longtime
Curator of the Society for the Preservation of New England Antiquities. His brother, architectural
historian Robert Nylander, who resded in the Robbins House until his death on 1987, researched,
supervised, and undertook much of the restoration work of the buildings and itssetting. Employed for
22 yearsby the Cambridge Historical Commission, he researched and wrote significant portions of the
ground-breaking city-wide Cambridge Survey of Architectural History, as well a numerous other
worksinthe field.

Today, as commercial development continues to fill the remaining open land dong the Great Road, and

the construction of alarge shopping plaza has begun on the Jensen farm on the eest Sde of the road, the
Robbins House survives as an important reminder of eest Acton's past. Listing onthe National Register
will play acrucial rolein recognizing itssignificance in Acton's history, architecture, and development.

Archaeological Significance

Although numerous ancient Native American Stes have been recorded in the Concord, Sudbury and
Assabet River drainages (which converge approximately two milesto the southeeast), few Stes have been
systematically excavated inthe arealimiting their interpretable value and making surviving stesin the
areapotentially significant. Ancient Stesin thisareamay contain information that clarifiestheir rolein
local and regional subsisenceand settlement systems between dtesalong tributaries of the Merrimack
River and along the primary Merrimack drainage corridor. Ancient Stesin thisareamay be part of an
interior socio/political network focused on the area around the convergence of the Concord, Sudbury
and Assabet Riversor at points along the individual drainages. Native sitesin thevicinity of the Robbins
House may dso be part of alarger regional pattern with a primary focus on the Merrimack River,
possibly at its convergence with the Concord River. Such locales have been recognized as regionally
important settlement locations, sometimes cores, egpecidly during later Woodland Periods. Ancient dtes
in this area may dso contain information that can contribute to a greater understanding of regiona
trade patterns, particularly between interior and coastd locaes The Merrimack River and its
tributaries represent a regionally important inland/coastal transportation corridor for both the ancient
and historic periods.

Historic archaeologica resources described above have the potential to contribute important social,
cultural, and economic information related to the occupants and operations at one of Acton's two
largest, most prosperous and diverse 19™ century farms. Historical research combined with
archaeological survey and testing may help locate bams, outbuildings, and occupationa related features
(trash pits, privies, wells) associated with the farm since ca. 1800. Careful mapping and identification of

(continued)
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these structures can be used to document the layout of the farm during itsoperation and relationship to
local and regional pattems of farm organization and dispersal. During the post Civil War years the
Robbins farm was reported as one of the mog diverse and productive in Acton. Archaeologica

resources may contribute information that documents the extent that diversity in farm production was
characterized by diversity or multifunctional use in the number of farm outbuildingsthat were present.
Functional identification of outbuildings and analysis of occupationa related features may dso
contribute an accurate measure of diversity on the farm and the extent manufacturing activities may
have played a role in the farm economy. Various cottage industries may have supplemented farm

income for members of the Robbins family or severd Irish immigrants reported living on thefarmin the
mid-19"" century. Historical sources, outbuildings and occupationa related features may contribute
important information related to living conditions for Irish tenants or boarders on the farmand the
extent they lived separately or were integrated into Robbins family structure.

Historic archaeological resources may aso contribute information that documents the reputation of the
Robbins House as A cton’'s most sophisticated example of transitional Georgian/federal architecture and

the best house in Acton when built. Additional historical research may produce documentary

information or plans that describe materials and techniques used inthe house construction. Physica

examples of building materials, interior details, and constmction features may aso be recovered through
archaeologica excavations. The above informationwould corroborate and possibly contribute primary
evidence on the architectural details of the house and itsquality of desgn and construction. Historical

and archaeological resources may aso document the date when utilities (gas, electric, water, sawege)

were installed at the house and the extent installation of those facilitiesmay have influenced the
appearance and quality of the house.

(end)
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(End)

10. GEOGRAPHICAL DATA

Verbal Boundary Description
The boundaries of the Robbins House property are those recorded and shown on Acton Assessor's
Map F4, Parcel 35-2.

Boundary Justification

The nominated property conssts of the entire 1.08-acre parcel on which the Robbins Houseis
located, and comprises the remaining portion of the original farmstead that was owned at the turn
of the 19th century by John Robbins. It includesthe three of the sixteen small parcels described on
a 1955 subdivision plan filed by William and Belle Hinckley which are still under the same
ownership as the Robbins House.
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United States Department of the Interior
flatlonal Park Sarvice

National Regiger of Hidoric Places
Continuation Sheet

) John Robbins House
Section number. Page Acton (Middlesex), MA

RESOURCE COUNT

C=CONRIBUTING NC=NONCONTRIBUTING B=BUILDING 0=0BJECT SI=STE ST=STRUCTURE

MAP# NAME or DESCRIPTION DATE STATUS TYPE
1 John Robbins House 1800 C B
2 Farmstand ca 1920s C B
3 Site of Wooley-Robbins bam ca 1745-1922 C S
4. Sydem of fidldstone walls  pre-1900 C ST
RESOURCE COUNT Contributing Noncontributing

Building 2 0

Structures 1 0

Objects 0 0

Stes 1 0

Total 4
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PHOTOGRAPHS

Photographs 1-6 by Mark O'Neil, 1999, negdives in possesson of Acton Historical Commisson
Photographs and negatives 7-16 by Anne Forbes, 2001-2.

8 X 10" phatographs

John Robbins House: view northwest

John Robbins House view north-northwest, with chaise housewoodshed
John Robbins House view northeest with atached sheds

John Robbins House: view esdt (rear)

5X 7" photogrgphs

5 John RobbinsHouse: eedt entry, looking north-northwest

P WNp

6. John Robbins House: southeest parlor, westfirepl acewall
4 X 6" photograph
7. Famdgand, ca 1920

372 X 5" photogrgphs

8 Stairhal, looking southwest

9. Stairhall, south wall detail

10. Southwest kitchen: eedtfireplacewall
11. Northeast parlor: fireplace

12. Northwest kitchen: eegtfireplacewall
13. Northwest kitchen: southwest doors
14. Southeest chamber: fireplace

15. Southwest chamber: fireplace

16. Northesst chamber: fireplace

Historic Photographs and illustrations (photocopies)
A. View of Robhins House, looking north (late 19* century)
B. William Pain, Practical Builder, Boston edition, 1793 Pate 67
C. William Pain, Practica Builder, Boston edition, 1792: Pae 47

(end)
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Plate 67 from William Pain's Practical Builder {Boston: 1792).
the pattem for the stairs In the Robbins House
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Plate 47, "Two entablatures for Chimneys," from William Pain's Practical Builder {Boston: 1792)
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The Commonwealth of Massachusgtts

William Francis Galvin, Secretary of the Commonwealth
Massachusdtts Historical Commission

June 2, 2003

Ms. Carol Shull REVD 290
Nationa Regiger of Historic Places

Depatment of the Interior

Nationa Park Service JN | 2 208
1201 Eye Stregt, NW, 8 floor
Washington, DC 20005 NAT FEASHER O HiS A/

NAIONAL FRK SKMCE
Dear Ms. Shull:

Encdlosed please find the following nomination form:
John Robbins House, 144 Great Road, Acton (Middlesex), MA

The nomination has been voted digible by the State Review Board and has been signed by the
Sae Historic Preservation Officer. The ownersof the property were notified of pending State
Review Board congderation 30 to 45 days before the meeting and were afforded the opportunity
to comment.

Sincerdy,

Betsy Friedberg
National Register Director
Massachusetts Historical Commission

enclosure

(004 AnmeMcC. Forbes conaultant
Dondd and Barbera Nylander
Pee Grover, Acton Higtorical Commisson
Pater Adhton, Acton Board of Sdedmen
Rdand Bartl, Acton Hanning Board

220 Morrissey Boulevard, Boston, Massachusetts 02125
(617) 727-8470. Fax: (617) 727-5128
www.state.ma.us/sec/mhc



