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Town/City:   Medford 

Place: (neighborhood or village): West Medford 
  

Address:  104 Harvard Avenue 

Historic Name:   William A. and Mildred Griffith House 

Uses: Present:  single-family residential 

Original:  single-family residential 

Date of Construction:   1931 

Source:   deeds, maps 

Style/Form:    Craftsman/ bungalow 

Architect/Builder:   Parker F. Hayden 

Exterior Material: 
Foundation:   parged 

Wall/Trim:   wood shingle/ wood 

Roof:   asphalt shingle 

Outbuildings/Secondary Structures:  garden shed 
 

Major Alterations (with dates):  Porch enclosure, 20th 
century; front door replacement, recent 
 
 

Condition:   good 

Moved:  no   yes      Date:  

Acreage:   0.13 acre 

Setting:    Dense mix of single- and multi-family 
wood-frame dwellings dating to the late-19th through early 
20th centuries. 
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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:     
 
The Griffith House, built in 1931, is a character-defining example of the bungalow type.  The origins of the bungalow are 
not clear but are thought to have emerged from the colonial experiences of northern Europeans during the 19th century, 
when native dwellings were adopted by colonizers in Southeast Asia and brought back to the homeland.1  The type 
became popular in America nationwide at the turn of the 20th century and is generally associated with the Craftsman style 
movement, as is the case here.  The subject example has a gable front with a low roof that descends beyond the side 
elevations to give the building the characteristic low, ground-hugging look.  The open soffit retains exposed rafter tails and 
the house retains a full articulated flat- or low-pitched hip-roofed front porch 7 feet deep, abundant liminal space being 
another defining characteristic of the bungalow.  The front porch was enclosed during the middle of the century based on 
appearance, and the main entry has recently been replaced with what appears to be a hollow-core fiberglass door and 
frame.  Elsewhere additional massing includes a rectangular bay centered on the right elevation indicative of a dining 
space.  The building appears to retain considerable building fabric.  In addition to the rafter tails, early or original shingles 
stopped by thin corner boards cover the entire building. 
 
The deep, narrow footprint with dimensions of 27 feet wide by 34 feet deep suggests an interior plan defined by scholar of 
vernacular architecture Thomas C. Hubka as a bungalow or Progressive Era plan.2  Hubka argues that this plan was a 
major improvement over earlier 19th century designs for worker and middle-class housing that coincided with other 
improvements in household technology such as fully equipped kitchens and three-fixture baths equipped with plumbing, 
electricity and other public utilities, multiple private bedrooms and formal dedicated spaces that included living and dining 
rooms.  Such plans are characterized by double ranks of rooms with public living, dining and kitchen on one side and 
between two and three bedrooms and bath on the other.  However a brick chimney with a firebox at its base on the 
exterior of the forward pile in the left elevation suggests the front of the house is filled with a full-width living room, a 
common variation of the bungalow plan. 
 
The house is sited at a shallow setback on a minimal 50x110 foot lot and is perched high on a high, half-submerged 
fieldstone foundation.  The open front garden is accessed by a brick walkway reached by two granite steps that lead to a 
high wood stoop leading to the porch.  A narrow drive fills the right (south) side yard and leads to a small garden shed with 
a high gambrel roof.  The shed appears to be parged concrete to match the main house and may be a converted small 
garage depicted on the 1936 Sanborn atlas, suggesting it is part of the original build.     
 
HISTORICAL NARRATIVE     
 
The early history of West Medford as related in Larson Fisher’s 2010 City of Medford Community-Wide Survey Plan and 
Overview of Subdivision History of the Smith Estate in West Medford (2012) characterized this section of West Medford.  
Here a residential subdivision on a grid plan was platted in 1850 by Roxbury merchant Thomas P. Smith after he 
purchased land east of the Mystic River from Gorham Brooks.  According to the Overview the neighborhood assumed the 
name “Brooklands” at this time.  The plan was revised in 1870 and 1871 with smaller lots and additional blocks by 
subsequent owners Abram B. Story of Manchester, New Hampshire and Jerome B. Judkins and Samuel S. Holton of 
Winchester, all merchants and real estate speculators.  Several accounts indicate that many of the residential buildings 
later constructed in the subdivision were built by Moses Witcher Mann, a prominent local builder. 
 
Regarding the emergence of Medford’s African American community during the fourth quarter of the 19th century the 
Overview relates the following:  
 

 
1 Clay Lancaster, The American Bungalow, 1880-1930 (Dover, 1985) ch. 1. 
2 Thomas C. Hubka, How the Working-Class Home Became Modern, 1900-1940 (University of Minnesota Press, 2020) pp. 117-129. 
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By this time [1889], according to both deeds and Medford historian Frank W. Lovering [also another prominent 
builder], who grew up at 118 Jerome Street, there were only two African American families living in the 
neighborhood by 1887.  Both families…migrated from the South, but other black families found their way to the 
neighborhood from local urban centers such as Boston and Cambridge, where they had been shut out of the 
market for single-family homes…It seems likely that the slow development of the Smith Estate subdivision and the 
increasing interest in selling lots at any reasonable price may have been a stronger factor in the settlement of 
African Americans in the neighborhood.  While there was some resistance on the part of some property owners 
and builders to selling to blacks, other appear to have been color-blind…The 1896 poll tax records show the 
population of African Americans in this neighborhood had grown substantially.3 

 
The 1896 poll tax demonstrates that by that time 28 of 160 households in West Medford were African American.4       
 
By 1900 the neighborhood was characterized in the following manner in the Survey Plan: “Residential development 
advanced through to the end of the 19th century and was spread out evenly across the various sections of the 
neighborhood leaving fewer vacant lots interspersed among the houses” (p. 113).  The subject property represented one 
of the many in-fill projects that occurred during the early 20th century throughout the neighborhood as Medford’s 
population expanded multiple times after 1900.    
 
According to a history of ownership based on a chain of title the subject property was originally part of the adjacent 
property at 106-108 Harvard Avenue.  In April of 1931 the owners of 106-108 Harvard, William H. and Erna Below, sold an 
approximately 50 by 110 square foot lot comprising the north half of their property to Medford building contractor Parker F. 
Hayden (1894-1949).  Hayden resided nearby at 19 Monument Street between 1930 and 1940.  He immediately gave a 
mortgage of $4,500 to the Medford Co-Op Bank; the terms were monthly payments of $47.38 and the debt was later 
discharged.  The following September he sold the subject property to William A. and Mildred S. Griffith for an unspecified 
sum and they immediately gave him a mortgage of $500 due in three years at 6%.  The 1940 Federal Census valued the 
property at $4,700.  Circumstances strongly suggest, therefore, that Parker was the house’s builder.5 
 
William Astley Griffith (1896-1996) was a native of the British West Indies, specifically Speighstown, Barbados.  He 
immigrated via Bridgetown, Barbados to New York aboard the vessel Vassari in 1916.  According to a World War I draft 
registration card he was responsible for the care of his dependent parents, so it seems possible he was accompanied by 
them at the time of his immigration.  At the time he registered for the draft he was working as a laborer at the Hood 
Rubber Company in Watertown.  In 1926, at the time he submitted a declaration of intention to become a citizen, he was 
working as a shipbuilder’s helper (a record of his naturalization has not been located).  In 1930 he married Mildred 
Sullivan (born ca. 1908), a native of Massachusetts, and by that year’s census they were living at 125 Fayerweather 
Street in Cambridge with Mildred’s younger sisters Ruby K. (born ca. 1909) and Grace E. Sullivan (born ca. 1921).  All 
were identified by race as “Neg.,” or African American, and many of the surrounding households on Fayerweather, Lowell 
Avenue and Fulton Street shared the same racial designation.  At the time William Griffith worked as a cabinet maker for a 
furniture company and Mildred Griffith worked as a clerk at a courthouse; her sisters both worked as nursemaids for 
private families.  By 1938, by which time just William and Mildred Griffith had moved to West Medford to the subject 
house, the city directory again identified William as a cabinet maker working in Cambridge.  In 1940 William worked as a 
porter for a baking company and Mildred remained a courthouse clerk.  His World War II draft registration identified his 
employer as Ward Baking Company, 140 Albany Street, Cambridge.  All of this indicates the Griffiths followed a pattern of 
settlement in West Medford by African Americans from Cambridge or Boston.  There is no record of children.  The Griffiths 

 
3 Neil Larson, West Medford Neighborhood Historic Properties Survey, Overview of Subdivision History of the Smith Estate in West 
Medford (2012) p. 12.  Another more-detailed source of information on the history of the neighborhood’s African American community 
prepared as part of the 2012 West Medford Historic Properties Survey Project is African Americans in West Medford, Massachusetts: A 
Context Statement evidently prepared by Kathryn Grover and Neil Larson, although no author is identified.    
4 Ibid. 
5 MCSRD 5551:37-38, Apr. 15, 1931; 5590:513, Sep. 18, 1931; regarding builder Parker F. Hayden: Ancestry: 1930, 1940 Federal 
Census. William H. and Erna Below, born ca. 1898 and 1908, respectively, were both natives of Germany (Ancestry: 1930, 1940 
Federal Census). 
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owned and resided at 104 Harvard Avenue until 1969 when they moved to Winchester.  The property was sold by the 
heirs of subsequent owner Florence K. Johnson in 2014 to the most recent owner of record.6      
 
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 (date). 
 

 

 
6 Ancestry: WWI and WWII U.S. Draft Registration Records; U.S. State and Federal naturalization records; 1930, 1940 Federal Census; 
1938 Medford city directory; MCSRD 11782:305, Dec. 23, 1969; 34997:8, Mar. 8, 2002; 63979:440, Jul.28, 2014. 



INVENTORY FORM B  CONTINUATION SHEET                    MEDFORD                   104 HARVARD 
AVENUE  
 

MASSACHUSETTS HISTORICAL COMMISSION                                                                           Area(s)      Form No. 
220 MORRISSEY BOULEVARD, BOSTON, MASSACHUSETTS  02125  
  
 

Continuation sheet 4 

  

Sanborn, 1936, plate 76, detail showing the initial depiction of the house with a concrete garage.  Indicated by the red 
arrow. 
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[If appropriate, cut and paste the text below into an inventory form’s last continuation sheet.] 
 
 
 
                      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_John D. Clemson______________________ 
                            The criteria that are checked in the above sections must be justified here. 
                       

The William A. and Mildred Griffith House, 1931, would contribute to a potential National Register District, the boundaries 
of which have yet to be determined, that would document Medford’s African American community which emerged during 
the late-19th century.  This community occupied the surrounding blocks of West Medford bounded roughly by High Street 
and Boston Avenue to the north and the Mystic River to the south.  This area, including schools, churches and other 
institutions, continues to house a vibrant, diverse community which contributes to the city’s rich social history.  Additional 
research would shed light on this community’s history, development, and its role in the history of Medford and the 
surrounding region.  The area is characterized physically by dense development of a well-preserved, wide variety of 
housing types and forms from the late-19th through early 20th century that retains integrity of location, setting, design, 
materials, workmanship, feeling and association, meeting criteria A and C.  Areas of significance include architecture, 
community planning and development, ethnic heritage, and social history.  The area abuts the West Medford Commercial 
Area (MDF.AE), which has also been recommended for National Register listing as a potential historic district.                            
 

 
 
 
                            
 


