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A sad tale of how a bit of
Concord's history is being lost

Sept. 27, 2001

(epilogue

-

update, Nov. 8, 2001)

( Bensen-Ball house in 1904
with old central chimney,
H. Gleason photo courtesy CFPL).

There once was a beautiful old fanaden
awayin Concord Massachusett3.he

photographeHerbertGleason took this

handsomepicture of itin 1904.It was so
specialthat historiarRuthWheeler wrotepnly
a few decadeago,” The bestvay toget an
ideaof what Concordfarm housedookedlike
a hundredfifty yearsago is todrive down
Ball'shill road andook at this picturesqudittle
houseprobably builtabout1710by Caleband
ExperienceBall.” Thoughexteriorevidence
and localegendsuggested date 0f1685,the
houseis nowthoughtto date from17241740.
During the dismantling however research by
ConcordHistorical Commission isontinuing,
andnew evidencenayemerge

Essentially, only two families ownexhd
inhabitedthishouseover thepast275 yearsor
more. TheTarbells(Ball in-laws)lived there in
Thoreau'sime. It is nowcalled theBenson (in
the 1800s spelled'Bensen™place,for the
family thathaslived therein the last 12%ears.
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(H. Gleason 1904hoto, courtesy CFPL)

With its old house, barn, well, astbne"root
cellar,"the farmstead i classic.Reuben Ball,
oneof thehouse'syoungmen,fought in the
Revolution,and"April 19" may bewrittenon
thewall in a backcupboardThe house ismall
by today'strophy-housestandards, budamilies
of ninechildrenwereraisedthere. In1851,
Henry Thoreauwrote of itfondly: "Tarbell's
hip-roofedhouse lookethe pictureof
retirement--ofcottagesize undeits nobleelm
with its heap of applebeforethedoor & the
wood comingup within afew rods--itbeing far
off theroad. Thesmokefrom hischimneyso
white & vaporlike, likea winterscene." Still at
theend of anarrowlane,it isalmost assolated
now as itwasthen. Insomewayslittle has
changedhere.
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The farm's setting was lovely. Theuse is
tuckedunder a liladknoll. Thefront doorfaces
the southerrsunacross fields (nownostly
overgrown)thatgentlyslope awayo the

ConcordRiverto the south.
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(Tarbell's Bay from eagtorch)
Just out the kitchen window to tleast,
howeveraslope dropsharplyto Tarbell's
Bay, a cove fulbf wildlife. Even now, nmther
housesan be seen
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(Tarbell's Bay IrL918
H. Gleason photo,
courtesy CFPL.)

One town official says, "That oldouseand
barngrow out of the sitelt's themostorganic
settingl've seen."

emnnts f old fields south of house)

. e
(Bensen-Balhouse,
Aug.26, 2001)
But the farm had fallen on hatidhesin recent
decadess theownersstruggled tagetby. It
hadrun down alot, had naunningwater, and
no majorwork hadbeendone inmany,many
decadesClick on ca.1987photographo see
SanferdandCoburnBensorand asympathetic
essayy JohnHansorMitchell:

Coburn, the last member of tBenserfamily
to ownthe 27acrefarm, hadived there until
very recently.He had expresseidterestin
selling, butthe town wasstartedwhenhe
signed gurchase& saleagreementvith a
developer fof5.1million. Becausdhe land
hadbeenreceiving arealestateax reduction
(as aarm), the townhadan statutoryright of
first refusal.But by law thetown's rightwould



expire quickly.

Jan. 2001. Red dots are old structures.

Blue dots are proposed wells.

Thus, Concord had to act fa&tarm bells
rang,forcesweremobilized,andideas were
exploredNot muchwasknownabout the
house, but itvasclearfrom thetown'shistoric
building surveythatit wasold. Somewereput
off by the house'slecrepitudepthers savthat
in this"time capsule'statethe houserevealed
its history. Privateopenspacenegotiations
failed, however.Othercitizensadvocatedown
wells and/oraffordablehousing.To meetthe
deadline, @peciatown meetingwascalledfor
January2001,and aplanwasendorsedy the
selectmenthetown would buy the whole27-
acrefarm for $5.1million. Thesoutherrhalf
would be usedor threeneedednunicipal
drinkingwaterwells plusa conservatiorbuffer
with publicaccessTo reducecost, thenorthern
ca.l3acreswouldbe put ugfor saleas a
limited-developmeniot for ca.$3.1million.
Thetown meetingOTED theplanandthe
town purchasedhe oldfarm. In manywaysit
wasprudent,andit took much hardvork by
citizens.Hooray!.
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1937 [CHC])

BUT wait a minute. The old housadbarn
werepartof theland tobe SOLD. Werethey
to bepreservedon-site-werethey tobe
preservedt all? Unfortunately the selectmen
wantedto sellthe northernlot quickly to
reduceshort-terminterestpayments. Sdhe
town rushed ouith a3-weekRequest for
Proposalgi.e., forbids)to sellthe northern
part. The RFPdid not require on-site
preservation, andthis rushmeanttherewas
insufficienttime tomarshathose people and
organizationsvho might have putogethera
proposathat couldhavepreserved the
farmsteacdbn its site in private orcharitable
ownershiplt would havebeen dovely site,
now buffered byall thattown conservation
land. The RFRid give somepreference if the
bid offeredcooperatiorwith preservation-but
it was afuzzy priority.




(Theoutside "root cellar,”
Aug. 26, 200

Faced with this disappointment, attdough
muchhard work,JeriBemisandother
committedandgenerouyolunteersand
historiccommissiormembergnade
arrangements tstudy,documentdismantle,

andpreserve théaouseand barrfor
reconstructiosomewhere else. Axf current
writing (Sept. 272001), the buildings are
giving up their secretdoardby board:the
roomswith their original 15" featheredge
paneling, and thevalls with shoeshidden
inside,to propitiatethe house'spirits.

(Click here for agallery ofinterior picturesabout
thesenvestigations.)

New findings suggest the age of timuseas
17244740 orearlier. Thebarnis now
dismantledjtstimberswere last weekut ina
big metalstoragebox. By October, 2001the
house willalso probabhhavebeenputin a box.

(The 30 X 40 arn beingarflly

(Bensen-Tarbell pasture, 1904)

So, in summer 2001, the towasold the
northernca.13-acregcontainingthe oldhouse
and barn¥or $3.1million. The onlybidderwas
the adjoiningpropertyowner,whose bichad
informed the towrof theintentionto demolish
the structuresand tobulldozethe foundations.
Though thenorthernparcelis restricted taone
buildablelot, thenewownerintendso carve
out asecondoarcel as detterdriveway to
four possibleriverfrontlots. Theold farmstead
wassaidto bein theway ofthefootprintof
the newhouseandof the newdriveway.This
successfubid, however, offeredtooperation
with any preservationistevho wantedto
salvage théistoricstructuresAs of August,
2001, titleof the landhasbeentransferred
from the town to thissuccessfubidder.

dismantled on Aug. 26, 2001)

These hard-workers hope thatewsite(s),
whenlocated, catbe appropriately locatednd
providesomepublic benefitPleasehelpin
finding suitablesite(s).But all ofthese
committed peoplenourntheremovalof these
structures frontheir originalsite. They know



that relocated history is secondbesthistory,
at best.

(Bensen-Ball house,

upper gambrel story.)

Much has been learned about thid farm
sincethe proposalvaspresentedo thetown
meetingandsincetheresale bid waaccepted.
On-site preservation receivedtoo low a
priority then. It drewthe shortstraw.Now,
documentsecentlysubmittedoy the Concord
Historical Commissiorto the MassHistorical
Commission calthe housethe solesurviving
examplein Concord of such &8thcentury,
gambrelroof saltbox cottageCurrentstudies
at thesite aredocumentindinds early inthe
first half of the18theentury. And the
documentgall the survival of the 18th-century
barn"extremely rare."

The report concludes that the dis"a high
degreeof integrity of location, design,
materials, workmanship, setting, feeling,
and association." And so it does.

(West side, Bensen-Ball House,
1937 [CHC))

Though | fully support theffort tostudy,
dismantlewith care andrelocatethe housend
barn to soméeneficialsite, | andothershope
thata final effortcanbe madeo preserve the
houseandbarnon their home site. Perhaps
the selectmer{as therecentowners ofthe old
housexan bepersuadetb approactthe new
owner(s)and askor areconsideration and
greaterdesignsubtletyin light of the new
historicinformation. There is surely enough
space on a cal3-acre parcel for both anew
and an historic house.It is not toolatefor
leadershimndcitizenandorganizatiorsupport.
And a losdike thisshouldnot happen again.
Wedon'thaveenoughl7244740farmsteads
left tolosethemsohastily.It's a frightening
precedentThevolunteerslso needhelpin
finding asuitablehomefor the oldhouseand
barn.Thank youfor your attention.
[Epilogue follows ->]

(ensen-BaII house in 1918 [CHC])
Epilogue- May 14, 2002

The house and barn are gone. Thlarhole
andfoundationshavebeenerasedPreservers



saved dew of thehouse'shimney stonet
beused if anew siteis everfound. Thaoot
cellarremains fothe moment.As oneformer
member of theConcordHistorical Commission
says,soontherewill beno sign atall thatan
18th-centuryfarmsteadeverexistedhere. It
will have beersuccessfullyand
unnecessarily erasedrom the historic
landscape.

As for public access, there is imglication
there isnew town land nearby and there isno
place to park that isnot adjacent ta no
trespassingign.

Extra! See the colorfukeb-article in the November 20@oncordMagazineat
<http://www.concordma.com/magazine/novdec01/bensorehtml

and the letter to the editor about the Benson house at
<http://www.concordma.com/magazine/novdec01/Itred Atml
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