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Town/City:   Medford 

Place: (neighborhood or village): Medford Square South 
  

Address:  31 South Street 

Historic Name:   Luther and Elizabeth T. Turner House 

Uses: Present:  two-family residential 

Original:  single-family residential 

Date of Construction:   1852-1855 

Source:   maps, deeds 

Style/Form:    Italianate/ gable block with ell 

Architect/Builder:   possibly Erastus J. Fowler 

Exterior Material: 
Foundation:   granite 

Wall/Trim:   vinyl/ vinyl 

Roof:   asphalt shingle 

Outbuildings/Secondary Structures:  detached garage 
 

Major Alterations (with dates):  Possible entry 
reconfiguration, 20th century; siding, sash and door, recent 
decades. 
 

Condition:   Fair 

Moved:  no   yes      Date:  

Acreage:   0.15 acre/ 6,570 square feet 

Setting:    Densely settled residential neighborhood 
having a mix of early 19th-century buildings with later 
buildings constructed through the early 20th century. 
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 Recommended for listing in the National Register of Historic Places.   
 If checked, you must attach a completed National Register Criteria Statement form. 
 

 
ARCHITECTURAL DESCRIPTION:     
 

Although altered to the extent that it is difficult to read the original plan or entry sequence, the Turner House, constructed 
between 1852 and 1855, remains a legible component of South Street’s initial phase of development during the first half of the 
19th century.  Currently the house is a symmetrical two-story gabled block with a large rear ell centered on the rear, north-facing 
elevation.  The house is currently configured as a back-to-back duplex, with identical main entries on either side of the gabled 
main body facing east and west.  However the house has had a single address on South Street since the late 19th century, so 
the location of the original main entrance is difficult to determine.  Also the building housed single-family occupancy until the mid-
20th century, so was not originally a duplex.  The South Street-facing façade appears always to have housed only windows 
arranged in two vertical banks facing south, although this may have been altered mid-20th century.  The narrower gabled rear ell 
is flanked by nearly flat, shed-roofed side porches that may originally have been open.  The front main body of the building is 28 
feet wide and 24 feet deep and the rear ell extends 24 feet to the rear with a 24-foot width. 

 
Despite the alterations the house remains a legible example of the Italianate style, with low-pitched gables on both the 

main body and ell.  The soffits on the main body are open and their deep overhangs may originally have been supported by 
brackets.  The building is currently clad entirely in vinyl with vinyl sash, shutters and doors.  Earlier siding and trim may survive 
under this recent treatment.   

 
The house is sited on a corner lot facing south toward South Street at a shallow setback.  The west side fronts on South 

Street Court.  Landscaping includes border plantings and mature shade trees along the north edge of the property.  A detached 
three-bay garage with a hipped roof and a brick-veneer façade constructed in 1927 is positioned against the northeast corner of 
the lot facing west; the center bay has been enclosed with a domestic entry in its center and a second domestic door on the 
south side faces the house.  This outbuilding appears to date to the early 20th century and, based on a comparison to 19th-
century commercial maps, replaced a smaller shed or workshop.         
 
 
HISTORICAL NARRATIVE     
 

The Turner House is located south of the Mystic River, within the wide ring of residential development that surrounds the 
commercial core of the Medford Square South neighborhood at the north end of Main Street. The large section located to the 
west of Main Street and south of the Mystic River, between South Street at the north and the neighborhood boundary of Summer 
Street at the south, experienced a uniform pattern of development that created a dense and diverse landscape. As the town 
grew and prospered, new north-south streets were extended from South to Summer and land there was subdivided for the 
construction of moderate sized houses in the middle of the 19th century and two-families and three-deckers at the turn of the 
century. 

 
The Turner House was part of the initial development of the neighborhood during the decades bracketing 1850, when it 

began to be settled by skilled craftsmen and merchants connected to Medford’s shipbuilding industry.  Between ca. 1805 and 
1872 approximately 570 ocean-going vessels were constructed along both banks of the Mystic River and Medford gained a well-
known reputation for the quality of its product.  It was possible to trace the ownership history of the Turner house to its likely 
builder, Erastus J. Fowler, in 1851.  That year a 60x80 foot lot was acquired by Fowler (born ca. 1819), a carpenter, from Talbot 
T. Fowler (1824-1879), of Medford, trader, evidently his brother (both were natives of Maine; Talbot of Skowhegan).  Talbot 
owned other land in the vicinity as well; see MDF.1855). Little could be ascertained regarding Erastus Fowler: he was a resident 
of Boston at 125 Marginal Street and followed the occupations variously of ship joiner, carpenter and surveyor but disappeared 
from the public record after 1860 (a review of MACRIS yielded no attributions).  By 1870 lumber dealer Talbot Fowler had moved 
to Washington, DC, where he controlled a fortune worth $66,000.  When Erastus Fowler purchased the lot in 1851, 
consideration was $400; the following year he expanded the property’s depth by 30 feet, also in a purchase from Talbot Fowler, 
for consideration of $100, bringing it to its current configuration of 60 x 111 feet.  As part of the purchase Erastus agreed to 
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assume a mortgage of $300 given by Talbot to John K. Fuller and “…subject forever to a proportional part of the expenses of 
keeping said new street [South Street Court] in repair, until such time as the same shall be accepted as a town or public way…”1 

 
When Erastus Fowler sold the property to Luther Turner in 1857, consideration was $2,200, and the deed included the 

language “…buildings thereon…,” suggesting that Fowler was the builder.  Turner immediately gave a mortgage to Fowler of 
$1,029 due in 15 months at 6%, later discharged.  Turner (ca. 1810-1890) was a carpenter, ship joiner and shipwright.  A native 
of Scituate like many involved in Medford’s shipbuilding industry, various records suggest he descended from at least three 
generations of ship builders there (his father was Melzar Stoddard Turner and his grandfather was Luther Turner, both 
prominent South Shore shipwrights).  During the second half of the 19th century his household included his wife, Elizabeth T. (ca. 
1815 – ca. 1907) and a young woman known variously as Corina Turner or Kidder (born ca. 1840).  The house continued to be 
occupied by Elizabeth T. Turner until her death between 1907 and 1909.2 

 
An incomplete chain of title created a gap in the house’s record of ownership and occupation, but by 1924 it was 

occupied and later owned by Joseph S. (aka Joseph L or Joseph E) Edwards (1876-1968) and his wife Leta (born ca. 1883).  
Edwards was an automobile salesman employed by Gage-Eisnor Chevrolet, Inc., which was located at 55 Salem Street during 
the 1930s.  In 1930 the house was valued at $10,000.  The Edwards’ owned the property until 1955.  Subsequent owners 
included Anthony Amitro (1955-1958), Edward J. and Barbara A. Ronayne (1958-1964), and Richard P. and Rose M. Burke 
(1964-1972).  Records of the city building department indicate the building was converted to two-family occupancy in 19673   

   
 
BIBLIOGRAPHY and/or REFERENCES     
 
Maps and atlases: 
 
1855 H.F. Walling. “Map of Medford....” 
1875 F. W. Beers, County Atlas of Middlesex, Massachusetts.  
1880 O. H. Bailey [Bird’s Eye View of] Medford. 
1889 Geo. H. Walker & Co., Atlas of Middlesex County, Massachusetts.  
1898 Geo. W. Stadly & Co., Atlas of the City of Medford.... 
1900 Geo. W. Stadly & Co., Atlas of Middlesex County, Massachusetts, Volume 1.  
1892, 1897, 1903, 1910, 1936, 1936-1950 Sanborn Insurance Atlases. 
 
Ancestry.com: see footnotes 
Charles Brooks and James M. Usher, History of the Town of Medford, Middlesex County, Massachusetts, From its First 

Settlement in 1630 to 1855; Revised, Enlarged and Brought Down to 1885 (Rand, Avery & Co., 1886) 
Middlesex County South Registry of Deeds, in notes as MCSRD book:page. 
 

                                                           
1 MCSRD 629:556 (1851); 636:367 (1852); Ancestry: vital records, marriage; 1860, 1870 Federal Census; 1855 Massachusetts State Census; 
draft registration, Civil War. 
2 MCSRD 764:412 (1857); Ancestry: vital records, death; 1850, 1880 Federal Census; 1855, 1865 Massachusetts State Census; 1900-1909 
Medford city directories, inclusive.  Turner’s genealogy was derived from: L. Vernon Briggs, History of Shipbuilding on North River, Plymouth 
County, Massachusetts, with Genealogies of the Shipbuilders, and Accounts of the Industries Upon its Tributaries, 1640-1872 (Coburn 
Brothers, 1889) p. 195: “…Luther Briggs built alone and in company with Barker Turner…and Melzar S. Turner at different times…Melzar 
Turner was a son of Luther Turner, who was a cousin of Barker Turner, Sr.” 
3 MCSRD 8637:517 (1955); 9149:260 (1958) 10544:87 (1964); 12171:305 (1972); 12730:4 (1974); 13347:626 (1974); Ancestry: 1930 Federal 
Census; 1920-1938 Medford city directories, inclusive. 
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View from W showing west-facing elevation on South Street Court. 
 

 
View from N showing rear ell. 
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View from NW showing detached garage. 
 

 
Bailey view of Medford 1880, showing house on South facing Walnut Street and nearby houses facing on to South Street 
Court. 
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National Register of Historic Places Criteria Statement Form 
 

 
Check all that apply: 
 

  Individually eligible               Eligible only in a historic district 
 

  Contributing to a potential historic district           Potential historic district 
 
 
Criteria:         A           B           C        D 
 
Criteria Considerations:         A         B        C       D         E         F          G 
 
 
                   Statement of Significance by____Claire W. Dempsey____________________ 
                            The criteria that are checked in the above sections must be justified here. 
 

The Touro-Manning Area is one part of the wide ring of dwellings that surrounds the commercial core of 
the Medford Square South neighborhood at the north end of Main Street. The larger area, south of the Mystic 
River, is located to the west of Main Street and extends to Winthrop Street, between South Street at the north 
and the neighborhood boundary of Summer Street at the south. The area experienced several waves of 
primarily residential development over the 19th and early 20th century that created a dense and diverse 
landscape. Construction took place first along Winthrop and South streets, the oldest pathways, where large 
houses were constructed for both Bostonians seeking respite along the river and successful local businessmen 
associated with Medford’s early 19th century maritime history.  The importance of the Medford ship building 
industry to the development of mercantile and commercial activity connected with the Boston and the New 
England economy during the first half of the 19th century cannot be overemphasized.  Medford clipper ships 
played a pivotal role in the opening of the west through trade with California via Cape Horn in the 1850s and in 
the China and world-wide trade.  Several prominent shipbuilders or shipwrights built here and the area was 
home to other figures active in ancillary maritime industries and in Medford’s early commercial development as 
well. Gradually, as the town grew and prospered, density around Medford Square increased and new north-
south streets were extended from South to Summer and subdivided for the construction of moderate sized 
houses in the mid-19th century. Many of these properties are generally in a condition of good preservation and 
include styles and forms of architecture that represent Medford’s 19th century development. As in most Medford 
neighborhoods, these houses were joined by two-families and three-deckers in the early 20th century.  

 
As a group, these closely related properties are likely to be eligible as a National Register district under 

criteria A and C at the local level; areas of significance include architecture, maritime history, and social history. 
Some of this area has already been listed on the National Register of Historic Places as part of the Middlesex 
Canal Historic District (MDF. AC, AD. and V) in 2009 as has the Paul Curtis House (114 South Street (MDF.51) in 
1975.  Although the area has undergone the kinds of alterations common to the city such as porch enclosures or 
removals and siding and sash replacement, many resources retain substantial integrity of location, design, 
setting, workmanship, feeling and association.  Designation may encourage restoration and more-sympathetic 
renovation going forward. 


