1 South Green, the Captain John Whipple
House (1677 / 1690)

The 1677 Whipple House is a National Historic Landmark owned by the Ipswich Museum and is
one of the finest examples of “first period” American architecture (1625-1725).

The oldest part of the house dates to 1677 when the military officer and entrepreneur Captain
John Whipple constructed a townhouse on today’s Saltonstall Street. Before the 20th Century,
oral history had attributed the house to John Fawne who moved to Haverhill before 1638, and
to Richard Saltonstall, the town’s first miller. Dendrochronology tests conducted in 2002 dated
the oldest timbers in the house to 1677. John Whipple’s son Major John Whipple doubled the
size of the house and modified it with 18th Century Georgian improvements.

One of the earliest historic house museums in America, the Whipple House is a model in the
early historic preservation movement thanks to the efforts of Rev. Thomas Franklin Waters who
saved the house during the Colonial Revival period. Tours of the Whipple House are available by
inquiring at the Ipswich Museum.


https://ipswichmuseum.org/visit/
https://books.google.com/books?id=k___uh7sQAkC&pg=PA162&lpg=PA162&dq=jjohn+fawne+haverhill+ipswich+1638&source=bl&ots=v69V3uyFb0&sig=8UFLjcmoGg_RdB8s7Q9VVf1WuTw&hl=en&sa=X&ved=0ahUKEwj1s8eGncjNAhXHph4KHRJJDFYQ6AEIJjAD#v=onepage&q=jjohn%20fawne%20haverhill%20ipswich%201638&f=false
https://archive.org/stream/ipswichinmassach00water#page/465/mode/1up
https://www.oxford-dendrolab.com/massachusetts.asp

The Whipple House on Saltonstall Street before restoration

The house had fallen into serious disrepair in the early 20th Century but was saved from
destruction, and in 1927 was moved through town over the Choate bridge to its current location
facing the South Green, restored to its 1683 appearance. The original frame of oak, chestnut, and
tamarack is largely intact. A colonial-style “housewife’s garden” greets visitors at the entrance.
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The Whipple House during restoration on Saltonstall Street. Typical of First Period houses, it
faced south to take advantage of warmth from the sun.



https://historicipswich.files.wordpress.com/2023/03/whiipple-house-saltonstall.jpg
https://historicipswich.files.wordpress.com/2023/03/whipple_old_im.jpg
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The Whipple House after it was restored by the Ipswich Historical Society, but before it was
moved from Saltonstall Street to its current location on the South Green.

The Whipple House has the original frame, large fireplaces, summer beams, wide board floors,
and gun-stock posts. Originally at the corner of Market Street and Saltonstall Street, the Ipswich
Historical Society saved the house from destruction, restored it, and then moved it over the
Choate Bridge to its present location in 1927. Wall sheathing and clamshell ceiling plaster retain
their first-period charm. Seventeenth and 18th-century furnishings and decorative arts by local
and regional craftsmen fill the home.

The Oxford Tree Ring Laboratory conducted research on the Whipple House and made the
following findings: “Primary Phase Felling dates: Summer 1676, Winter 1676/7. Additional
Felling dates: Summer 1689, Winter 1689/90. The Whipple House, which faces south, began as a
single-cell house with a chimney bay on the east end. The original house, built in 1677, was two-
and-one-half stories in height and featured a facade gabble. In 1690, the house was enlarged by a
substantial addition of twenty-four feet in length east of the chimney that included a second
facade gable. Crossed summer beams in the east room suggest that the room was once
partitioned along the transverse summer beam. The eastern part of the lean-to may have been
constructed at the same time. On the east wall, both the main range and the lean-to were given
hewn overhangs with substantial ogee moldings. The lean-to was later extended to the west and
raised to two stories.”


https://www.dendrochronology.com/alc6.html
https://historicipswich.files.wordpress.com/2021/12/c16b7-whipple-saltonstall-st.jpg



https://historicipswich.wordpress.com/2020/01/09/market_street/
https://historicipswich.wordpress.com/2016/12/30/a-photographic-history-of-market-square/
https://historicipswich.wordpress.com/2019/08/29/choate-bridge/
https://historicipswich.files.wordpress.com/2021/12/b01f9-whipple-house-move-corner-market.jpg
https://historicipswich.files.wordpress.com/2021/12/12329-choate_on_bridge.jpg

The Whipple parked in front of the former South Congregational Church.



https://historicipswich.files.wordpress.com/2021/12/855a4-whipple_move_bridge.jpg
https://historicipswich.files.wordpress.com/2021/12/cb5b9-whipple_south_church.jpg
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The Whipple House at its new location after it was restored by the Historical Society.

Whipple House at its new South Green location before dormers were added.



https://historicipswich.files.wordpress.com/2021/12/e20db-whipple_george.jpg
https://historicipswich.files.wordpress.com/2021/12/c8210-whipple-house-no-dormer.jpg

Dendrochronology Report

WHIPPLE HOUSE, 53 South Main Street, Ipswich, Essex County,
Massachusetts(42.677076, -70.836831)

In 2001-2002, the Society for the Preservation of New England Antiquities (SPNEA), now called
Historic New England, assisted by a Survey and Planning grant from the Massachusetts
Historical Commission (MHC), undertook Phase Il of the project to develop standard tree-ring
chronologies for oak in Eastern Massachusetts. As part of the overall approach to the project, the
un-dated material produced in 1975 from selected seventeenth-century buildings for SPNEA by
Dr. William Robinson of the University of Arizona Tree-Ring Laboratory was reviewed. The
Whipple House cores taken in 1975 have not been located, but the measurements are in the
SPNEA files, (*source)

Site Chronology Produced: ALC6_1480-1689. *Miles, D. H, Worthington, M. J., and Grady, A.
A, 2002 “Development of Standard Tree-Ring Chronologies for Dating Historic Structures in
Eastern Massachusetts Phase II”, Oxford Dendrochronology Laboratory unpublished report
2002/6

Felling dates: Summer 1676, Winter 1676/7 and Summer 1689, Winter 1689/90

Architectural Description: “The Whipple House, which faces south, began as a single cell
house with chimney bay on the east end. The original house, built in 1677, was two-and-one-half
stories in height and featured a facade gabble. In 1690 (*corrected from 1790 on the report), the
house was enlarged by a substantial addition twenty-four feet in length east of the chimney that
included a second facade gable. The crossed summer beams in the east room suggest that the
room was originally partitioned along the transverse summer beam. The eastern part of the lean-
to may have been constructed at the same time. On the east wall, both the main range and the
lean-to were given hewn overhangs with substantial ogee moldings. The lean-to was later
extended to the west and raised to two stories. Captain John Whipple (1625-1683), the second of
three John Whipples who were prominent and wealthy Ipswich residents, built the original part
of the house. His son, Major John Whipple (1657-1722) constructed the eastern part of the house
six years after he inherited the house from his father. The house was purchased by the Ipswich
Historical Society in 1898. In 1928 the house was moved to its present site, where it serves as a
house museum.”


https://dendrochronology.net/boston_project.asp
https://www.oxford-dendrolab.com/massachusetts.asp

Wood is a good historian

The following story was written by the late John Fiske.

Wood is a good historian. The thought struck me as | was looking at a ceiling joist in the
Whipple House.

In 1677, Capt. John Whipple, a stalwart citizen of Ipswich, Massachusetts, built himself a two-
story “half-house” (one room on each floor and a garret above.) On the right-hand end was a
huge stone hearth rising to a large chimney: in front of the hearth was the front door. Half-houses
were the common starter homes of the time and were built with the full expectation that the other
half, on the other side of the front door and the chimney, would be built as soon as the owner
could afford to, or, at the very least, when his family outgrew the one-up, one-down with which
he started.

Capt. John must have prospered quickly, or bred quickly, or both because, by 1683, he had
completed the second half, which he made slightly larger than the first. He added an extra flue to
the chimney, and the line down the chimney shows us just where the half-house ended.

The first-floor room in the first half, known as the
hall, was where all the physical work took place,
from cooking to candle-making, from brewing to
cheese-making to spinning. Its equivalent in the
second half, however, (known as the parlor) was
decidedly more genteel. Here Whipple received his
clients and did his accounts, here the family
relaxed and entertained, and here Capt. John and
his wife, and probably a child or two, slept in the
only bed in the house — it was no good having as
prestigious a piece of furniture as a bed if your
neighbors and visitors couldn’t see it.

All this from looking at a ceiling joist? Well, not
really, but it was helpful background. You see, the
joist had big vertical saw marks on its sides, and it
was the only one in the parlor that did. On its
underside, as with all the other joists, were
irregular nail holes.



https://historicipswich.wordpress.com/john-fiske/
https://fiskeandfreeman.files.wordpress.com/2013/04/joist3.jpg

Vertical saw marks

Now, I bet the housewright got an earful from Capt. John about those saw marks. Smoothing tool
marks out of wood was an expensive process, involving planing and then rubbing with an
abrasive paste usually made of brick dust. The good Captain would not have wanted his clients
and neighbors to think he couldn’t afford to have smooth joists in his ceiling.

But | was delighted that those saw marks had been overlooked, for they proved that Ipswich had
a sawmill. The sawmill showed that the colony had outpaced the mother country, and had set up
a freer, more productive society. England had no sawmills as early as that; the sawyers’ guild (a
trade union) was so powerful that it prevented their development to keep its members fully
employed sawing wood over a deep pit with a pit saw. Pit saw marks are not vertical, but on an
angle, because the underdog, the one in the pit, pulled the saw down and toward him on the
cutting stroke. The guy on top, the top dog (yes, that is where those terms came from,) merely
guided the saw and pulled it up for the next down stroke. Top dogs get it easy — that’s a law of
nature!

Capt John Whipple, then, was a member of a society that was developing as fast as it could —
witness the sawmill and the speed with which he built the second half of his house. It was a
forward-looking society where no ancient guild could restrict the freedom to cut wood in
whichever way was the most efficient.

Contrary to some assumptions, the Massachusetts Bay Colony was a strictly hierarchical society,
and one of the functions of things in a hierarchy is to make rank visible. Capt. John was a leading
citizen, and it’s a modern misunderstanding to think of him as a show-off because he smoothed
his joists. Smooth joists were one way of meeting his social obligation to make his rank visible.

But what about the holes on the joist’s underside? Much the same story. When Capt. John’s
granddaughter, Mary Crocker, inherited the house, visible joists, however smooth, had become
lower class and old fashioned, so she met her obligations to live in a house that visibly matched
her status by hiding the joists behind a lath-and-plaster ceiling; hence the nail holes for the laths.
An accurate match between things and rank stabilized the social order.


https://fiskeandfreeman.files.wordpress.com/2013/04/joist1.jpg

It has taken me quite a long time to put this story into words. A ceiling joist can tell it silently in
half the time with twice the effect. More accurately to boot: there’s a photograph of this joist in
Abbott Lowell Cummings’s definitive book, The Framed Houses of Massachusetts Bay, 1625-
1725 (1979), but it is erroneously said to be in the 1677 half of the house. If you’re looking for

history, go for wood, not words.

Whipple houserepair ian 195341954 e3<posedthe original frame with wattle anddaub between
the studs. Window sash with diamond panes was installed in 1898 during restoration. Photo by
Peter Zaharis.


https://historicipswich.files.wordpress.com/2021/12/c75c3-whipple-framing.jpg

Slaves

The Whipple House was first owned by Captain John Whipple, whose estate was inventoried in
1669, and was not nearly so well off as his son afterward became. In addition to the townhouse,
he had a farm of about 360 acres of land, worth $750, and houses and lands in the town, worth
$1250, with $45 worth of “apparel,” $35 worth of “feather beds,” $6.75 worth of “chayres,” and
$12 worth of “books.” Captain John Whipple Senior made his will in 1683. The

extraordinarily detailed inventory of possessions in his will includes “Lawrence y° Indian at £4.”

There is an equally old Matthew Whipple house in Hamilton, which was formerly the Hamlet
parish of Ipswich. The Hamilton Whipples had slaves, and a John Whipple of that branch of the
Whipple family enslaved Jenny Slew, who was the first enslaved person to successfully sue for
her freedom.

The Ipswich branch of the Whipple family also held people as slaves. Major John Whipple of the
Whipple House in Ipswich was the eldest son of Captain John Whipple Senior. Thomas Franklin
Waters wrote in “The History of the House*:

“When the Rev. John Rogers receipted for his son’s legacy, as his guardian, it is recorded that it
was in accordance with the will of “Major John Whipple.” It is important that every clue
however slight to the successive generations of Whipples be noted, as we enter now a
bewildering maze of John Whipple, Captain John, Major John, Cornet John, Elder John, John
Senior, etc., through which it is very difficult to thread our way.

“This will of Major Whipple drawn in 1722 contains one item of note in determining the age of
different portions of the house. It mentions the " kitchen & Leanto.” One addition, at least, had
been made prior to this date; but whether it was the very small leanto that seems to have been
built on the northeast corner or the larger and later addition that provided a new kitchen, we
cannot determine. I incline to the former hypothesis, as there is mention of only four rooms in the
will and inventory. Two slaves are included in his estate, a negro man, who was given to Dame
Crocker, and Hannah, who became the property of the minister’s wife, Mrs. John Rogers. We
are glad that she (“My Negro woman Hannah ) was a person of sufficient note to be mentioned
by name. The humble black man, who was sandwiched in between” an old common right and
‘Two Cowes,’ is mentioned only as a chattel.”

Sources and further reading

History of the House by Thomas Franklin Waters

The John Whipple House by the Ipswich Historical Society

History and genealogy of “Elder” John Whipple of Ipswich, Massachusetts: his English
ancestors and American descendants

Ipswich in the Massachusetts Bay Colony, Vol. 1 (Whipple search)

Ipswich in the Massachusetts Bay Colony, Vol. 2 (Whipple search)



https://archive.org/details/publicationsofipn8n13ipsw/page/n216/mode/1up?view=theater&q=slaves
https://historicipswich.wordpress.com/2018/11/22/freedom-for-jenny-slew/
https://archive.org/details/publicationsofipn8n13ipsw/page/n207/mode/1up?view=theater&q=slaves
https://historicipswich.wordpress.com/7-south-village-green/
https://archive.org/stream/publicationsofipn8n13ipsw#page/n192/mode/1up
https://archive.org/details/publicationsofin18n20ipsw
https://archive.org/details/historygenealogyo00whip
https://archive.org/details/historygenealogyo00whip
https://archive.org/stream/ipswichinmassach00water#page/n587/mode/2up/search/whipple
https://archive.org/stream/ipswichinmassac00wisegoog#page/n8/mode/2up/search/whipple

