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DRAFT 
 
Town/City:   Medford 

Place: (neighborhood or village): East Medford 
  

Address:  7-9 Vine Street 

Historic Name:   Magoun-Whitney House 

Uses: Present:  two-family residential 

Original:  single-family residential 

Date of Construction:   18th century 

Source:   physical evidence 

Style/Form:    Colonial, Georgian/ NE Center Chimney 
House 

Architect/Builder:   unknown 

Exterior Material: 
Foundation:   granite block 

Wall/Trim:   vinyl/ vinyl 

Roof:   asphalt shingle 

Outbuildings/Secondary Structures:  none 
 

Major Alterations (with dates):  Multiple layers of 
alteration. 
 
 

Condition:   deteriorated 

Moved:  no   yes      Date: 1892-1898 

Acreage:   0.19 acre 

Setting:    Dense mix of late-19th through early 20th 
century residential and commercial uses. 
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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. 
 

 
DRAFT 
ARCHITECTURAL DESCRIPTION:     
 
 The current appearance of what is known as the Magoun-Whitney House displays many layers of change and alteration.  
As currently configured the building includes a two-and-a-half story south-facing main body under a high gambrel roof, a two-
story, gabled rear ell just off center on the rear elevation, and a two-story, shed-roofed wing that fills the northwest re-entrant 
angle and projects 12 feet toward the Vine Street frontage.  A second smaller addition, an enclosed, shed-roofed porch, fills the 
northeast re-entrant angle.  Interior evidence suggests the rear ell was an early addition and not an original, integral feature.  
The other additions are recent.  Map evidence suggests the main body and ell were moved back from Franklin Street between 
1892 and 1898 and local knowledge suggests it may have been moved one more time prior to this, but there is no evidence for 
it.  This move is also supported by the foundation, which is consistent throughout the main body and ell, and constructed of 
intermediate-sized granite blocks with dimensions of between a foot and under.  This type of foundation material has been 
observed elsewhere in both East Medford and Medford Square South, where it is generally associated with turn-of-the-20th-
century buildings.  It has been speculated that these stones may have been salvaged from the Middlesex Canal but this has not 
been verified.  The foundation is continuous and consistent beneath the main body and ell, and the entire foundation rests on 
what appears to be a poured-concrete footing.  The footing is inconsistent with foundation construction prior to the middle of the 
twentieth century so may reflect repairs made after that time.  The exterior finishes, some of the fenestration pattern, and the 
large addition to the right-rear date to recent decades.  Currently the building is covered in vinyl siding and panning and surviving 
early window openings have been filled with vinyl sash.  Other openings, including doors and some windows, have been moved 
or enlarged.  However some of the original fenestration pattern remains visible on the south-facing façade and elsewhere on the 
east- and north-facing elevations. 
 
 What is evidently the original main body of the building fills its south half, with the ell and additions on the north.  The 
south part of the building is a two-and-a-half-story, five-bay, center entrance, single-pile-deep rectangle under a high gambrel 
roof.  Dimensions are 37 feet wide by 18 feet deep.  A photograph taken in 1974, reproduced below, depicts a large central 
chimney, suggesting an originally lobby entrance plan flanked by two large rooms on each story.  A wide, 20-foot-deep, two-
story, gabled ell is centered on the rear elevation.  During the 20th century the ell was greatly expanded to either side; on the 
east by a hip-roofed, single-story addition filling the re-entrant angle and on the west by a full-height, flat-roofed wing that 
extends 12 feet beyond the original west elevation of the main body.     
 

Interior observations, which took place on June 24, 2021, revealed a timber frame that suggests an 18th century 
provenance but due to safety concerns and missing floors close observation of early surfaces could not be readily observed.  
Recent work undertaken on the building included the removal of most interior finishes, plaster and some walls and floors, 
revealing surviving portions of the original timber frame.  Although much of the framing in the west half of the main block was 
removed and replaced by modern dimensional lumber in a late-1990s renovation, the east end retains substantial original 
framing.  These observations revealed a four-bent frame with large bays flanking either side of a narrower central bay. The 1974 
photograph suggests the center bay may originally have accommodated a main central chimney stack and lobby entrance with a 
stair, but no surviving physical evidence for this could be observed in the current conditions. The main framing members survive 
or can be posited to have included eight posts, flared at their heads to accommodate critical joinery, joined by horizontal sills at 
the ground story, girts around the perimeter at the level of the second story, and plates at the top. Additional major horizontal 
members, known as summer beams, provided bridging support in the first story and are tying in the second, the most common 
configuration in eastern Massachusetts.  These appear to be uncased, smoothed and simply decorated by un-stopped corner 
beads, suggesting an early 18th century provenance.  The other major members were cased. The first floor has been removed, 
revealing a tying girder with square mortises where the joists, since removed, were let in.  The studs that filled the walls and the 
joists supporting the first and attic floors survive but could not be observed closely enough to determine their method of sawing.  
Surviving posts, including one in the front-right (southeast) corner, are splayed at the top where it reaches the main plate, 
creating a complex joint between the end girt, end rafter and plate that is a key component in early New England framing (see 
Cummings, p. 58). 
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The building’s gambrel roof takes a particular shape, with long lower slopes and short rather flat upper slopes.  This 

shape is the result of a distinctive framing method that appears to have been a common one in Medford, seen at the Tufts 
House (350 Riverside Avenue, MFD.27, dendro dated to xxxx, and the Georg Blanchard House (14 Bradbury Avenue, MDF.102, 
dated by local tradition to 1658 but likely contemporary to the subject house, demolished).  In these examples, the large square 
rafters, set approximately two feet on center, are fastened not to a set of upper rafters but rather to a single thick horizontal 
board shaped at the top to form the apex of the roof. These solid triangular boards support the upper, lower-pitched section of 
the gambrel.  Drawings depicting the same feature from the Tufts and Blanchard Houses are reproduced below.  A single shed-
roofed dormer centered on the right/east half of the façade originally had a twin pictured in the 1974 photograph, since removed. 

 
The ell is framed in a manner similar to and with generally matching patina as the main block, but the frame is less stout 

and the main tie beam in the second story has vertical saw marks.  The rafters of the gable roof are tied to a narrow board 
ridgepole and the frame of the gable roof rests on the back of the main gambrel, the sheathing boards of which extend into and 
separates the garrets of each space.  There was no evidence of integral framing between the two masses.  All of this suggests 
the ell was added somewhat later during the early 19th century. 

 
The house is sited in an unusual manner in the center of a dense residential block, set far from the street and facing to 

the side toward the south and Franklin Street rather than toward its narrow Vine Street frontage.  The narrow side yard fronting 
Vine Street is filled with a short driveway and the small lot is landscaped with open lawn surrounded by a high wood fence.  A 
wood deck fills the west end of the south-facing façade.             
 
 
DRAFT 
HISTORICAL NARRATIVE     
 
 Evidence of the Magoun-Whitney House’s 18th century date of construction is contained mainly in the physical evidence 
provided in the description.  Research undertaken by Claire Dempsey in connection with the second phase of survey in East 
Medford in 2017 (MDF.A) relates the early history of land ownership in this area just outside and to the east of Medford Square, 
which consisted of large, open tracts that were not subdivided and developed until the early 19th century.  Title research 
undertaken by Ryan Hayward verifies the ownership of much of the Washington Square and Riverside Avenue area by 
shipbuilder Thatcher Magoun (1775-1856) by 1831.  The property was depicted in the ownership of T. Magoun on the 1855 
Walling Medford map.  According to Dempsey, Magoun and his heirs intensively subdivided land in the area, selling lots to 
individuals, many of whom were involved in the shipbuilding trades, of which Magoun was a leader and which was a large 
industry in the area during the early 19th century through the early 1870s (see MDF.A, MDF.AN and MDF.AO). 
 
Note: It is possible that an earlier chain of title may be possible to research or verify with additional funding. 
 
 In 1868 heirs of Thatcher Magoun, including his son and namesake (1808-1883) and his granddaughter Martha Magoun 
Adams and her husband William Adams of New York, sold a lot with 75 feet of frontage on the north side of Franklin Street with 
a depth of 140 feet to Ebenezer S. Flanders and Jophanus H. Whitney.  Consideration was $2,400 and Flanders and Whitney 
immediately gave a mortgage to the Magoun heirs for $2,000 at 5% due in 5 years.1  Jophanus Henderson Whitney (1846-1915) 
was a native of Avon, Maine but moved to Medford at a young age with his family, where he was educated in local schools.  He 
married Martha Lydia Ann Flanders in 1869 in Medford, and Ebenezer Smith Flanders (ca. 1816-1898), was his father-in-law.  At 
the time of his marriage Jophanus Whitney worked as a cigar maker but soon joined the Medford Police Department, where he 
served as chief during the 1880s.  In 1887 he was appointed to the state police, where he also rose to chief in 1897, “appointed 
by Governor Guild” (Curtis Guild, Jr., 1906-1909, possibly an error).  “In his long connection with the state police Gen. Whitney 
was active in many prominent murder mysteries and strike disturbances.”  Whitney was a wounded veteran of the Civil War, 
during which he served as a flag bearer as a teenager, and the Spanish American War.  He was elected colonel (1897) and later 
lieutenant general of the 5th Massachusetts Infantry regiment.  By 1900 and possibly before Whitney, whose household included 

                                                           
1 MCSRD 1043:291-294 (1868); other deeds identified by Hayward: 299:504 (1830); 300:217 (1830); 678:6 (1831) identify short-term owners 
prior to Magoun. 
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his wife and two surviving children, including his son Orville J. Whitney (1873-1932), also a policeman, and daughter, Bertha, 
resided at 32 Franklin Street, the former home of his father-in-law (see MDF.1340).2 
 
 Whitney and his heirs retained ownership of the subject house during his period of ownership between 1868 and the 
early 20th century.  The 1892 Sanborn map and 1898 Stadly Medford city atlas demonstrate the subject house was moved at this 
time and the frontage further developed with a large duplex at 36-38 Franklin Street.  The subject house was known as 38R and 
later 36R-38R until after 1997 when the address was changed to Vine Street.  The Whitney’s tenants in 1900 included two 
families in the front building, one headed by then chief of police Emery Holmes (born 1846) and the other by clergyman William 
R. Webster.  The subject house was occupied by the five-member family of George F. Conant, express driver, and two boarders, 
a single woman and man who worked as a dressmaker and restaurant waiter, respectively.  Ten years later the names of all the 
tenants had changed, suggesting a high degree of transience, but the subject house retained occupancy by a single family of 
four and two boarders, suggesting this pattern and use as a boarding house remained in place for several decades.  Later 
owners included John C. Steiner (prior to 1970) and David B. and Doris G. Harvey (1971-1997).  Many of the more-recent 
changes appear to have been made after the property was acquired by prior owners Bruno Diorio and Norma Curtin in 1997.3    
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1855 H.F. Walling. “Map of Medford....” 
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1900 Geo. W. Stadly & Co., Atlas of Middlesex County, Massachusetts, Volume 1.  
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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) 
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2 Boston Herald, Mar. 29, 1915, p. 1; Springfield Republican, Mar. 29, 1915, p. 12 (the source of the quote); Boston Daily Globe, Aug. 22, 
1932, p. 15 (obituary, police col. Orville J. Whitney); Ancestry.com: vital records, marriage, death; Mason membership card; 1880, 1900, 1910 
Federal Census. 
3 Ancestry.com: 1900, 1910 Federal Census; MCSRD 11952:583 (1971); 21052:346 (1991) 27966:305 (1997); 39522:497 (2003, taking by the 
city for unpaid taxes); 43410:39 (2004). 
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HABS detail of a section drawing of the George Blanchard House, 14 Bradbury Avenue, MDF.102, “1658,” demolished. 
 
 
 

 
Fiske Kimball, Domestic Architecture of the American Colonies and of the Early Republic (Charles Scribner’s Sons, NY, 1922) p. 
47, Tufts House, 350 Riverside Avenue, MDF.27, dendro dated xxxx, showing a similar framing system for the upper gambrel. 
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1855 Walling map of Medford depicting the subject house in the ownership of T. Magoun indicated by a red arrow. 
 

 
1892 Sanborn map showing the former location of the subject building indicated by a red arrow. 
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1898 Stadly Medford city atlas depicting the subject building moved to its present location in the ownership of Mrs. MLA Whitney 
indicated by a red arrow.  North is right. 

 
1910 Sanborn with an accurate depiction of the moved building indicated by a red arrow.  North is right. 
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1974 photograph by Herzan and Pfeifer, MDF.33. 
 

 
View of the main south-facing façade from SW. 
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Detail of the foundation. 
 

 
Facing E from the center of the main body showing the tie sleeper and main sills under the east end of the building, first story. 
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Facing E from the center of the main body showing the corner posts, studs and bridging beam, first story. 
 

  
Facing E, end of bridging beam showing decorative beading along its lower edge.  This beam is evidently not cased. 
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Facing SE, second story, showing the flaired corner post. 
 

 
Detail of the joinery in the SE corner, second story, showing post, plate (right, which is boxed possibly to strengthen the rotting 
member) and end girt (left).  Note the treenail holding the joint together at the top of the post. 
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Facing E from the center of the building showing the east end of the gambrel.  The rafters are fastened to the sides of the upper-
slope boards. 
 
 
 

 
Second story ceiling of the ell showing the sawn tie beam, joists and other framing. 
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Garret of the ell showing the ell framing resting on top of the lower-slope sheathing boards of the main gambrel rather than being 
integrated into the roof framing.  


