Dedham Historical Society January 2003 Newsletter

 

HISTORY OF THE OLD DEDHAM JAIL TO BE LECTURE JAN 16

 Everyone in Dedham knows where the old Norfolk County Jail is on Village Ave, but just how much do we all know about it.  Very soon, a number of local residents will be living in the condominiums being constructed within the jail walls.  So what is the history of the jail? 

      

On January 16, at 7:30 PM, attendees at the Society’s lecture will be able to learn about it, when Roger Reed, architectural historian and author, will shed some light on the old jail.

      

Reed, who is a preservation planner for the Brookline Preservation Commission, administers two historic districts and the demolition delay ordinance for the Commission.

      

He holds a B.A. in History from Windham College, an M.A. in American History from Northern Illinois University, and M.A. in Historic Preservation Planning from Cornell University, with additional studies at the Center for Conservation Studies at the University of York, U.K.

      

Reed’s publications include Buildings of Massachusetts, Vol. I:  The Boston Metropolitan Area; Kennebeck Arsenal A Historical and Architectural History; The Architects of Winchester, Massachusetts; Summering on the Thoroughfare, The Architecture of North Haven, 1885-1945; A Delight To All Who Know It, The Maine Summer Architecture of William R. Emmerson; and Architects of Standing:  Pierce & Bickford, Elmira, New York 1890-1931, among others.

      

As always, there is no charge to members for lecture attendance.  The cost for non-members is $5 per person.

 

TRITSCH PUBLISHES NOVEL USING OLD & NEW DEDHAM AS SETTING

Electa Kane Tritsch, a former Executive Director of the Dedham Historical Society has just published a new novel set in historic and present-day Dedham, as well as surrounding towns.

The book, titled Old Wives Tales, is described as “archaeology meeting history meeting fiction in small-town Massachusetts.”

      

When Dr. Nora Tunney accepts a job directing an archeological survey, she has no idea the job will change her life. Nora, working with an eager volunteer crew and a problematic Board of Directors, tries to unravel the mysteries of 300-year-old Mill Farm and its builders, the Chapman family. In the process, she encounters mysteries of her own, including Hank Chapman, the latest owner.

      

Finds from Nora’s dig, building details interpreted by Hank, and an erratic paper trail left by earlier Chapmans are all clues to turning points in the lives of three women from Mill Farm’s past. The women – Sarah, Abigail and Comfort – are the old wives who, despite life-changing encounters with the outside world, choose to remain at Mill Farm. And Nora’s search for the past leads her to the same decision. The women’s stories span three centuries but the forces driving them – their search for commitment, love, and self-respect – are as familiar now as at any time in American history.

      

In Old Wives Tales, Electa Tritsch skillfully interweaves historical fact with narrative fiction. A practicing archaeologist and historian, she has written extensively on local history, including the DHS publication Building Dedham.

      

The book may be purchased from the Dedham Historical Society in either soft or hard cover. Cost is $20.95 plus $1.05 sales tax, soft cover ($19.05 plus $.95 members) and $30.95 plus $1.55 sales tax, hard cover ($28.00 plus $1.40, members). Shipping is $5 per book.

 

BENJAMIN BUSSEY: FROM DEDHAM SILVERSMITH TO LEADING MERCHANT AND INDUSTRIALIST By Stephen K. Brayton

   

Benjamin Bussey is nearly forgotten today except for his namesake Bussey Street in East Dedham.  But in the first decades of the 19th century, the Bussey name was recognized throughout the region and beyond for high-quality goods and advanced manufacturing. During a long career that began and ended in Dedham, he was one of the most successful businessmen of his time as well as a leading philanthropist and patriot.

   

Starting with a silversmith shop on East Street, Bussey built a business empire that included several shops in Boston and a woolen mill on Mother Brook.  The mill followed another successful venture, his farm in Roxbury where he raised Merino sheep.  Left by Bussey to Harvard University, the farm today is the Arnold Arboretum.

      

Born in 1757 in Canton (then part of Stoughton), Bussey was one of four children in a family of very modest means.  His father was a seaman who later became a local merchant.  His mother died of smallpox at 39.

   

“I went to school winters … and worked on my father’s land and sometimes in the store,” Benjamin Bussey recalled in a brief memoir written a year before his death in 1842 at age 84.   Bussey was 18 when American Revolution broke out in 1775.   He joined a militia “to go to Squantum to take off the cattle and sheep from the (Boston Harbor) Islands … to prevent the English from getting them.”

   

In 1776, Bussey contracted smallpox “and came nearly dying.” Recovered, he enlisted at Dedham under Captain Timothy Stow and headed for Ticonderoga to battle the British.   Bussey advanced quickly in the ranks.

   

“After I arrived at Ticonderoga, I found Captain Patrick of Stoughton, one of our neighbors, and he introduced me to the Colonel of the regiment, who appointed me Quartermaster Sergeant.  Within one month, the Quartermaster died and I was appointed Quartermaster at the age of 19.”

   

After several months at Ticonderoga, during which Benedict Arnold suffered defeat on Lake Champlain, Bussey returned home in late 1776. But he was soon called again “to go with our people to resist (British General John) Burgoyne.”  Bussey fought at Saratoga and witnessed Burgoyne’s surrender in 1777 in the first great American victory of the War.

Benjamin Bussey from a Gilbert Stuart painting at Harvard University

 Upon completing his service, Bussey returned to Dedham with his friend Capt. Stow. In 1778 with $50 borrowed from his grandfather, he opened a gold and silversmith shop on East Street near High Street with his partner Jacob Vend.  A silversmith, Vend had been a Hessian soldier with the British and was captured at Saratoga.  Bussey promised Vend his freedom if he would teach Bussey the silversmith trade.

   

The arrangement succeeded. “My partner taught me the trade perfectly in a year, except making tankards.  I worked day and night,” Bussey recalled.  After a year, he bought for $1,200 the house where he lived and ran his business.  (Note:  According to records, Bussey’s house was moved a short distance away when a railroad bridge was constructed over the East Street-High Street intersection in 1886.  The house today is believed to be 326 East St., part of a multifamily dwelling reflecting subsequent additions.)

   

Four months after opening his shop, Bussey married Judith Gay, whose parents kept the famed Gay’s Tavern on Court Street.

 

His business thrived with “a great demand for spurs, spoons, etc.” Bussey held to the highest standards of quality.  “My rule was NEVER to adulterate any metal and never to sell silverware inferior to dollars.”    After a few years, Vend departed and Bussey took on his brother as a partner.

   

Bussey soon added general merchandise to his store.  He exported furs in exchange for English goods, which he supplied to traders throughout the region.  He also increased his Dedham landholdings, purchasing 45 acres adjoining his home and 150 acres at Connecticut Corner.

Judith Gay Bussey from a Gilbert Stuart painting owned by Dedham Historical Society

By 1790, Bussey had made $25,000 and was eager to expand.  He moved to Boston, opening a store on State Street while residing on Eliot Street.  His industriousness continued.  “I worked in Boston, as I had in Dedham, day and night.”

   

Bussey quickly became a leading Boston merchant with stores on Broad, India, Milk and Batterymarch Streets in addition to State Street.  He built an impressive foreign trade business, specializing in goods from England, Holland and France.

   

With success Bussey moved his residence from Eliot Street to two acres on the south corner of Summer and Washington Streets, where Macy’s (formerly Jordan Marsh) stands today.  “I bought my Summer Street estate next to Arch Street, including horses, carriage and much of the furniture in 1798 for about $22,000.”

   

In 1806, Bussey retired to the 300-acre farm he named Woodland Hill in what was then Roxbury.  He began raising Merino sheep, known for fine wool. In his memoir, he also notes his purchase of “a large part of the City of Bangor (Maine) and 3,000 acres of land not far from the city” for investment.

   

In 1819 at age 62, Bussey came out of retirement and returned to his business roots in Dedham. For $12,500, he acquired the failed Norfolk Cotton Manufacturing Company on Mother Brook at Maverick Street.  Five years later, he bought a failed woolen mill on the East Dedham site of the former Whiting saw and grist mill.  According to the account given to the Dedham Transcript in 1938 by Thomas Doggett, whose father knew Bussey, “In 1825 Benjamin Bussey  … embarked upon the masterpiece of his outstanding career.  He would give to Dedham …a splendid woolen mill, a fitting memorial of the once poor lad who had here modestly mounted, persistently climbed, the ladder to a great future, always an honor to the town he loved.  In this new manufactory, planned and erected with infinite care, always rated the finest woolen mill in America, Benjamin Bussey installed the best machinery that money could buy or the market afford.” The machinery included the first Broad Power Loom in the world to be operated by waterpower.   This state-of-the-art technology, combined with Bussey’s reputation for integrity, ensured the venture’s success. “Not a yard of Bussey-made goods ever remained unsold in Boston,” Doggett related.

   

In his memoir, Bussey expressed his own pride in the Dedham Woolen Mills, “I believe the greatest improvements in woolen manufacturing have been made in my factories, witness the use of power looms …etc.   I was among the first to introduce Merino sheep here.  I’ve felt a great desire to promote the cause of agriculture and manufacturing and trust that I shall be considered hereafter to have been a useful friend as well as a well-wisher.”

   

Bussey lived on for nearly two decades to enjoy the success of his woolen mill.  He died in 1842 at his beloved Woodland Hill, which he willed to Harvard “for instruction in practical agriculture, in useful and ornamental gardening, in botany and … related branches of natural science.”  Thirty years later, with a bequest from New Bedford whaling magnate James Arnold, Harvard transformed its Bussey Estate into the Arnold Arboretum.

   

In his “Tribute to the Memory of Benjamin Bussey” in 1842, Reverend Thomas Gray of the Church on Jamaica Plain offered an explanation for

his late parishioner’s success.  “Mr. Bussey possessed a quick insight into the best means of accomplishing whatever he proposed….  Though his primary education was so limited, yet by means of much reading … and an iron memory which he possessed, he had heaped together a large amount of miscellaneous knowledge, far surpassing that of many who have enjoyed much superior advantages.”

Note:  Benjamin Bussey’s silversmith touchmark was BB.  Bussey silver is not represented in the Society’s collection; we are always looking for examples.       

     Steve Brayton serves on the Board of the Dedham Historical Society.

BOUQUETS TO PHYLLIS KRUEGER

Our thanks to Phyllis Krueger who donated a lovely silk flower arrangement, which is prominently displayed in our museum, and lecture hall.  Phyllis very nicely incorporated all of the colors from the Samuel King painting under which the arrangement is placed.  Phyllis has her own design business and frequently does silk floral arrangements for area stores, including the Dedham Women’s Exchange, of which she is president. [We are saddened to announce the Phyllis died in June 2003.]

 

NEW LIBRARY ACQUISITIONS

· The Beginnings of Unitarianism in America by Conrad Wright.  Purchase

· Currier Family Records of U.S.A. and Canada by Philip J. Currier.  Gift of Philip J. Currier

· Dedham Master Plan Update, 1963; Dedham Master Plan, 1967.  Gift of Arthur Noonan,

· Diary of a Contraband: the Civil War Passage of a Black Sailor by William B. Gould IV.  Two copies, gifts of William B. Gould IV and Stamford University Press

· Dedham Town Charter 1998, gift of Town Clerk’s office

· The Great Migration Newsletter, Volumes 1-10 by Robert Charles Anderson.  Gift of Robert B. Hanson

· Lewis Farm: A New England Saga by Priscilla Robertson, second copy for circulation Gift of James Kaufman

· Massachusetts Historical Review, annual publication of Massachusetts Historical Society One volume gift of Robert Cochrane; Subscription, Purchase

· Mechanical Toys: How Old Toys Work by Athelstan Spilhaus.  Gift of Kenneth and Sally Burt

· New England Historic Genealogical Society publications extra copies: Nexus 1989-1999; Ancestors 2000-2001; The Register 1990-2001 Gift of Barbara Lyons

· The New England Quarterly 1999-date.  Purchase

· Nigger: The Strange Career of a Troublesome Word by Kandall Kennedy.  Gift of Randall Kennedy

· Old Wives Tales by Electa Kane Tritsch.  Gift of Electa Kane Tritsch

· The Paul Homestead in Dedham, Reprint of article Dedham Historical Register October 1899.  Gift of Joe Findlen

· Representative Families of Northampton by Charles F. Warner.  Purchase

· Some Descendants of Samuel Parker of Dedham, Massachusetts by Franklin P. Parker. Multiple copies.  Gift Wellesley Historical Society

· Twelve Generations of Lewises in America 1634-1997 by Delbert Franklin Lewis.  Purchase

· The Untried Case: The Sacco-Vanzetti Case and the Morelli Gang by Herbert B. Ehrman.  Gift Robert B. Hanson

· Weight of Water by Anita Shreve, second copy for circulation.  Gift of Kathleen Brown

· Westwood (Images of America series) by Maureen Taylor.  In exchange

     

NEW ARCHIVAL ACQUISITIONS

· Photographs, Dedham High School Football team 1898; Ames School class of 1910.   Classroom photo.  Gift of Marion DeMers

· Society in Dedham for Apprehending Horse Thieves Membership Certificate of George F. Joyce Jr.  Gift of Scott B. MacInnes

· Video: In Memoriam New York City 9-11-01.  Gift of Home Box Office

· Dedham Fire Department, Hose 3, Day Book February 1908-April 1906 Gift of Fire Dept

· U. S. Census, Massachusetts 1870, Norfolk County (Part).  Purchase

· Dedham Woman’s Club Yearbook 2002-2003.  Gift of the Club

· Wolcott family genealogy records and photographs.  Gift of Dede Wolcott Hubbs

· Dedham Town municipal reports and publications.  Gift of James Kaufman

· Account of Percy Allen Chamberlain and his Oakdale Community Garage and Bus Line.  Gift of Margery Chamberlian Schiano

· Dedham Institute for Savings Building, 4 Pearl St. Decorated for Mass. Tercentenary celebrations, photograph by R. T. Rafferty, 1930.  Gift of Estate of E. Edward Stott

