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Situated on a fir tree-shaded rise above the bend in
Setting ----------------------Chestnut Street. Particularly noteworthy is a field stone retaining wall
that IS 111 eVidence along ale Chestnut Street and dnveway
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,' fraj¥-' -tYsttidit:e~--is contigJloJls with the retaining wall and composed
of thi' same
materials. A curving driveway extends from the street to the rear
of the house.

BUILDING FORM
ARCHITECTURAL DESCRIPTION
Describe architectural features.

~ see continuation sheet
Evaluate the characteristics of this building in terms of other buildings within the community.

Situated on a wooded rise and accessed via a sweeping, curved driveway, 56 Chestnut Street is a rare North,
Reading example of an Italianate cottage. The house's relatively ample, wooded lot continues to convey a stillrural appearance despite the presence of modem suburban houses across the street. The mansard roof made
its first appearance in the Boston area in 1847 at the Deacon Mansion (demolished) at West Concord and
Washington Streets in the South End. This double-pitched roof that originated in late seventeenth century
France was revived during the mid nineteenth century in Napoleon III's Paris. This distinctive roof type is more
typically associated with urban architecture of the 1850s and 1860s. By the time 56 Chestnut Street was built,
during the early 1870s, the style was already beginning to fall out of favor and by the early 1880s had disappeared
almost entirely from the scene. It is not clear as to why a mansard, or in this case, a hip-an-mansard roof would be
used to enclose the home of a farmer.
56 Chestnut is situated on a rise overlooking a great bend in Chestnut Street. Composed of a one-story,
three-bay-by-one-bay
main block, this cottage-scale house is enclosed by a substantial, asphalt-shingle
sheathed hip-an-mansard roof. A full basement is in evidence on the west side of the main block. Here, a
high field stone basement is pierced by a small window and a cellar door. Rising from the back of the house
is a two-story shed-roofed addition and a one-story shed-roofed enclosed porch addition.

HISTORICAL NARRA TIVE

~ see continuation sheet
Discuss the history of the building. Explain its associations with local (or state) history.
owners/occupants played within the community.

Include uses of the building, and the role(s) the

56 Chestnut Street has significant historical associations with North Reading's late nineteenth century shoe
industry. Built c. 1870-1875, this house was the residence of farmer James Z. and Tryphemia Harris and
their son (?) Charles S. Harris, shoemaker, from the early 1870s until as late as the mid 1930s. Charles S.
Harris is listed as a shoemaker as late as 1906. By that time, shoe making as a cottage industry was at least
thirty years past its prime in North Reading and in Massachusetts in general. Boot and shoe making
was an important facet of the local economy by 1820. Between the1830s and the Civil War, "shoemaking
was largely responsible for the growth of North Reading. By1850 there was a shop attached or placed by the
side of nearly every dwelling house in the precinct." Indeed, Walter Muir Whitehill and Norman Kotker note in
Massachusetts, A Pictorial History, that by 1850 "the most important industry in the state was the manufacture
of boots and shoes, with Lynn, the greatest center, turning out more than nine million pair in a year." This trade
suffered irreversible damage with the onset of the Civil War and the loss of southern markets. After the war,
the town experienced a decline in population as a result of this reversal of fortune within the shoe industry.
In 1860, North Reading had a population of 1,230. By 1895, the town had a population of 835. The town's
declining population was one of the most marked of any in Middlesex County.
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Indicate each item on inventory form, which is being continued below.
Architectural

Description

The main block's center entrance is sheltered by a saw-cut bracketed Italianate hood and is flanked by
standard-size windows containing 2/2 wood sash. The mansard roof's north elevation exhibits a pair of
shed-roofed dormer windows while its east and west elevations exhibit shed-roofed dormers containing double
windows.
Historical

Narrative

That Charles S. Harris was able to remain in business during the late nineteenth century may have to do
with the exceptional quality of his product or the fact that the family had a farm to rely on for income.
56 Chestnut Street is not mentioned in the 1870 Valuation of North Reading Real Est\lte but is indicated
on the 1875 Atlas of Middlesex County, labeled "Mrs. Harris." By 1890, the Harris property
encompassed a house worth an estimated $425, a barn worth $50 as well as a four-acre North Field and
a three-acre Cow Pasture. By 1910, the estate of Tryphemia Harris encompassed the house ($400), Barn ($70),
the four-acre house lot ($250), four-acre North Field ($180) and three-acre Cow Pasture ($200) for a total of
19 acres. The total estimated worth of the Harris property was $1,070. The shop and shed of Charles S. and
James Z. Harris is listed separately with a value of $25 and $40, respectively. By 1930, James Z. Harris is
1; 'led as the owner of 56 Chestnut Street. By that time, the property had been reduced in size from 19 to
acres. The house had been assigned a value of $600 while "other buildings" are listed with a value of
~ • .50. The Harris land was worth an estimated $800. James Z. Harris lived here until at least 1936.
By 1966, this house was occupied by Madeline W. Walker and Michael A. Walker, engineer.
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The Typhemia Harris House qualifies as a rare local example of a mid-nineteenth century Italianate Mansard
farmstead. In addition to agrarian pursuits conducted on the premises, members of the Harris family were engaged
in shoemaking as late as the early 1900s, thirty-to-forty years after this trade began to decline as a significant
factor in the local economy.

