Dedham Historical Society September 1998 Newsletter

LECTURES BEGIN SEP. 17TH 

The Readville Race Track is First

Walter E. "Bud" Barrett, Jr. will begin the Society’s 1998-9 lecture season with a talk on a manuscript he has prepared on the Readville Race Track. The talk will take place in the Society’s auditorium at 8 PM on Thursday, September 17.

Barrett has been interested in the story of the Readville Race Track ever since he lived in Readville as a young teenager. He has had a life-long interest in automobiles, restored a 1931 Ford, and been an avid fan of harness racing for more than thirty years. He has written articles for automotive publications and harness racing magazines, including a monthly column for the Bay State Antique Auto Club. He has lived in Dedham since 1966.

He saw the last three auto races at Readville in 1936 and 1937. He also remembers visiting people who lived near the track in the late 1920’s and seeing the horses in the barn. All of this led to his great interest in the track and resulted in a most interesting manuscript he prepared, a copy of which is now in the possession of Dedham Historical Society. Barrett will discuss this fascinating part of history tied to Dedham’s Readville section.

As usual, there is no cost for members. Non-members will be charged $5.

SOCIETY ASSURES HOUSE PRESERVATION

Many months ago the Society’s board of directors voted to express its concern that the 1745 Wilson-Hildreth  House, located at 387 Common Street be protected and preserved due to its important architectural features and historic nature. The house was to be demolished to make way for a new Marriott Senior Assisted Living Center on the grounds of land owned by the SMA Fathers.

Alexander K. Leith, chairman of the Society’s Historic Preservation Committee was authorized, by the Society’s board, to negotiate an arrangement with Marriott, which was predisposed to selling the house to a non-profit group which would be willing to undertake its preservation.

Leith, in fact, worked with Marriott, which agreed to sell the house for $1 and donate $25,000 to the Society to help in its moving to a new location.

At that point a number of sites were being looked into as a possible new location for the home; however, problems regarding an appropriate location resulted in many hours of anguish on the part of the directors and staff. An ideal location could not be found until the eleventh hour when a Society member expressed concern about our plight and offered to take and restore the house (as we go to press negotiations have not been finalized, so we will report more later).

Of paramount concern is the protection and preservation of an important pre-Revolutionary home. Secondly is a very strong desire to keep the home in Dedham. Upon completion of the current arrangement in the works, it appears that the Society will have satisfactorily attained its objectives. More in the next newsletter.

SOCIETY FEATURED ON CABLE TV

Gerry Locke and Sean O’Connell of Dedham’s MediaOne Cable TV, Channel 3, On Target show filmed at the Society for almost four hours, during July, and produced a half hour special  A Tour of theDedham Historical Society. For the program, Society Executive Director, Ron Frazier, was interviewed by Locke on all aspects of the Society’s collections, including Dedham Pottery, clocks, paintings, furniture, the genealogical library, archival rarities and much more.

Frazier noted: Even though the show wasn’t live, and I don’t mind doing this sort of thing, one always dreads seeing the end result for fear of how it may be cut or what slip-of-the-tongue may leave a wrong impression. However, after having seen the show I was impressed with what a truly great job Gerry and Sean did in editing, background music, and in the overall production.

The show has aired several times already and will continue throughout September and beyond. If you’d like to see it, check the Dedham MediaOne TV listings.

DEDHAM CIVIC PRIDE GIVEN SOCIETY MEMBERSHIPS

The Dedham Civic Pride Committee will be doing a fall fund-raiser and has solicited gifts and memberships from businesses, organizations and individuals within the town. At the Society we were delighted to offer both an individual and a family membership in the Society. The membership will run for the remainder of 1998 and all of 1999.

The lucky winners will join nearly 800 other Society members in being able to enjoy all the benefits the Society membership offers.

POWDER HOUSE ONCE MORE ACCESSIBLE

According to Dr. Nathaniel Ames, in his diary under the date 7 June 1766, construction of Dedham’s famous Powder House was begun. Edward Huntting Rudd, in his book Landmarks of Dedham Massachusetts, notes that God made Powder Rock, while man sought to erect a powder house in which to store necessary ammunition for the defence of the early settlers—and from attacks from the Indians. Said house was therefore erected upon Powder Rock.

The Powder house was built for the town of Dedham under the supervision of Captain David Fuller. According to a report in the Society’s files: Repairs were made in 1859 and 1866, when public sentiment had been aroused, at it falling into a condition of partial dilapidation. The Former shingled roof has been replaced by asphalt shingles; door has been charred by fire; other woodwork is painted brown; ledgy location. The building is perched on the top of a ledge, high above the surrounding country. The report goes on to say: Materials of Construction… Eight inch brick walls. Granite underpinning. Curved hip roof covered with shingles and wood finial. Plain two ply door, closely studded with 1050 wrought iron nails. Unusual wrought iron strap hinges.

The Society negotiated for years to obtain through gift or purchase several parcels of land comprising the piece of land on which the Powder House is located. The first section was obtained in 1912, and the second in 1927. The Powder House, itself, was owned by the town, but not the land. In a deed in the Society’s files, Aaron Fuller gave permission to the town to build a magazine on his property in 1766. The town, on 20 April 1816, gave "….custody of the original document by which Aaron Fuller granted to the Town of Dedham the right to erect and maintain a magazine for powder and other military stores on the rock known as Powder House Rock dated May 2, 1766, recorded with Norfolk Deeds…. (said document having been recently discovered among papers in the possession of said Society) until such time as the same shall be called for by the Town, and that said Society be given the privilege of maintaining, repairing and preserving the building now standing on said Rock, so far as this Board has authority to grant such privilege.

In 1979 the Society completed a major restoration on the Powder House. After the initial excitement about the restoration work the House was mostly forgotten. Vegetation grew up and around it and the trail leading to it made it inaccessible to all but the most adventurous.

Recently, however, we were fortunate to avail ourselves of students from the Blue Hills Regional Vocational Technical School who offered to do community service at the Dedham Historical Society. Several students worked in the Society’s library, while six students and a supervisor worked for three days making the Powder House once more accessible to those who wished to see this important historic landmark.

While the site is somewhat isolated, and society being what it is today, we have not been very vocal about the location of the Powder House, but if you’d like to view it on a nice day, it is interesting. Travel along Ames Street, just over the bridge, past Pleasant Street and look for the hidden trail, just after a chain link fence separating our property from the first building on Pleasant Street.

ANNUAL APPEAL UNDERWAY

Society President, Stanton Lyman has issued a status report and request for financial support in our  Annual Appeal. In his letter to the membership, Lyman outlined some of the many accomplishments of the Society in the last year and asked for continued financial support.

In his letter Lyman recounted how the Society arose to the occasion in the last year by being involved in two major historic building preservation projects—the old Dedham Jail and the Wilson-Hildreth-Nickerson House, both virtually slated to be demolished, but now both having been saved for adaptive reuse. In addition he recounted some of the other successes with the lecture programs, library and museum improvements and excellent programming.

He noted, however, that much remains to be done, some of it critical to proper protection and preservation of the Society’s collections.

Finally, Lyman requested the financial support of the membership in order to meet the needs which our dues and donations simply can’t address.

While the Society will seek grants where possible, the fact remains that it receives no local, state or federal funding and depends solely upon dues and donations for all of its work. Contributions are fully deductible as charitable donations.

A VERY SPECIAL THANKS TO THE FOLLOWING VOLUNTEERS

The Dedham Historical Society, as with most non-profit, charitable, educational organizations, succeeds and prospers only when there is a strong base of volunteers who are willing to give of their time for the good of the organization, doing those jobs which need to be done. Going on the theory that it’s never too late to thank someone, we list here those people who volunteered more than 20 hours in 1997. Space allocation has previously prevented the listing; however, we felt it important enough to thank those individuals, even though it may be a bit overdue. While there are many more individuals who have volunteered time to the Society (actually, more than 70 in all), we list those who deserve special thanks. Disclaimer: we list only those who have recorded their hours as we request they do. If they have not recorded them, we can neither give them credit for the hours, nor may we take credit for the hours in matching grants for which we apply.
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