Thoughts on the Eve of the Homecoming of a Carved Oak and
Pine Chest, Original to the Old Fairbanks Homestead.

By Jonathan L. Fairbanks, an eeventh generation descendant
of the original Jonathan Fair banks of Dedham

On Wednesday, June 18, 2003, Ly nn Fairbank, the President of our Association and I,
together with the famous dedler, L eigh Keno, were seated in the auction room of
Christi€'s, a 20 Rockefdler Plaza, New York. We were awaiting the biddingthat was to
take placefor achest made in Dedham, M assachusetts, by John Houghton (1624-84).
This chest was once apart of the orignal furnishings of the Old Fairbanks Homestead.
The cataogue for this auction listed the chest with its venerable history onpage 69, fig.
133 -- illustrated in full color, with an estimate for its purchaseprice to range from
$6,000 to $9,000. Knowingthat this was alow estimate, | had discussed matters with the
members of the board of the family Association, and was gven permission by Lynn to
seek donors who would help achieve the funding necessary to returnthe chest to the
family Homestead.

The chest was probably sold by thelast family resident, Rebecca, a or around the time of
the sde of the house and land-- and its subsequent purchase by the Family Associaion
fromMrs.J. Amory Codman and her daughter, M artthaC. Codman. That sagais covered
inthelast two Courier articles.

This month of June, ahundred years later, the chest, once lost, was about to be redeemed
and returned. Lynn and | were confident that we would be able to meet the chal lenge of
theauction. By numerous phone cals and | etter-writing, I'd managed to obtain funds
beyond the high estimate listed in the catdogue. 1'd dso obtained a list of pledges from
both family members and friends that would sugtain apaentia bid to $50,000.00. Also,
just in case of arunaway auction, | had in my pocket names of personswho had promised
to help insuch an emergency. Yet littledid weredizethat two eager buyers lurked
anonymously onphonelines. Thefirst one dropped out when the bidding passed the mid
$50 thousand mark. The second bidder held on firmly until the final count that brought
the gavel down (with buy er's premium) to $71,700.

Thefamily relic that had vanished into the antiques world ahundred y ears ago was
redeemed at adear ransom. For the two weeks after the auction, it has been an honor and
joy for meto experience the positive response of those who care about history and who,
with open-handed generosity, have mailed in donations to make this acquisition possible
--not just for the Homestead and its higory, but aso for Dedham, the Higorical Society
of this Town, and al who seek to learn about Americas early past. Thisweek, the
Fairbanks Family Association in Americawill send to Christi€'s a check for the purchase
and delivery of the chest to the Homestead. Thisis made possible by more than fifty
generous donors, many of whom wish to remain anonymous. Every board member made
either apledge or donation. Later this summer, those donors who wish to be honored and
listed as specid friends will be made public.



What makes this acquisition so expensive? Also, how do we know that this chest was
actualy owned by the family homestead? Firstly, al surviving examples of American
furniture made in seventeenth century New Endand arerare and precious. That reason
adonejustifies ahigh auction price. But thiswork is extraspecid becauseit was pictured
as part of the furnishings of the Fairbanks Housein aprecise drawingillustrated in plate
26 and published by the American Architect & BuildingNews Company of 1898, part 1.
Thispublication, entitled " The Georgian Period" being Measured Drawings of Colonial
Work, wasthe first significant architectura publication to record measured drawings of
early historic homesin America That the Old Fairbanks House of Dedham was selected
for thispublication is no accident, for this old house had been the focus of antiquarian
attention since the mid nineteenth century. But we are especidly fortunate tha the artist
aso decided toillustrate the "Oak Chest In Store Room 2d Sory" aspart of his measured
drawings. That drawing is what identifies this chest specificaly tothe family homestead.
Theimage and the chest itsdf are unmistakably one and the same. By the 1890’s the
chest was no longer auseful, functioning part of the home' s furnishings. But still
appreciated for whatever reasons, it was tucked away in Sorage.

How the chest is atributed to having been made by John Houghton of Dedham is amuch
more complex piece of detectivework. That gory leads back in timeto 1980 when, at
theM useum of Fine Arts, | was curator of adeveoping exhibition: New England Begins,
The Seventeenth Century. It was my great good fortune to be workingwith ateam of
brilliant scholars, including Dr. Abbott Lowell Cummings, who had dready published
much of his extensive research on the architecture of the Fairbanks House. Inthe

M edfield Historica Society | discovered two foliate carvings made of oak that were
identified as fragments of the pulpit of the Fira Church of M edfield of 1655. These
fragments led scholars Robert Trent and Robert . George to records that identified the
pulpit with both John Houghton and his master, John T hurston (1607-1685) who had
cometo the New World from County Suffolk, in Old Engand. He brought with him
knowledge of woodworking skills known as joinery, framing and carving-- dl of which
he passed on to his goprentice John Houghton who had cometo New Engand & age
eleven-- not havingtrained as awoodworker abroad. The pulpit carvings are clearly
related to furniture owned by the Dedham Historica Society. Theworkmanship isso
distinctivethat an attribution to Houghton is without question.

Severd other works arerelaed. A chest remarkably similar to the Fairbanks house
example was acquired by theM useum of Fine Arts in preparation for the exhibition, and
illustrated in its catdogue: New England Begins: The Seventeenth Century (M useum of
Fine Arts, Bogon, 1982), 3 vols, Vol. 3, pp. 534-536. Subsequent research by Dr. S.
George led to his publication "Syle and Sructure in the Joinery of Dedham and

M edfield, M assachusetts, 1635-1685," in Winterthur Porfolio 13 (1979), pp. 1-46. The
Fairbanks chest was gpotted by Robert . George while touring the coll ections of the
executive offices of the Seagram & Sons Corporate headquarters in downtown

M anhattan, New York. It isfrom this remarkable building famous for its design by
LudwigM ies van der Rohe in the 1950's that the chest migrated to auction a Christi€'s,
despite my previous atempts to oltain the chest as agft totheHouse. A paper labd
within the chest records the famous firm of Ginsburg & Levy, Inc/Antiques/ 815



M adison Ave./ New York as the source from which the chest was probably acquired by
thefirm of Seagram. Further research is needed to track the ownership of the chest
backward in timeto the early years of thelast century.

M uch hasyet to belearned about our remark able survivor, the Fairbanks chest, which
comes to us containing potential stories ye untold. This brief report is but the begnning.
Yet this moment highlights thefact that what was log is now redeemed and returned. As
Lynn and | left the auction one perceptive and admiringwriter observed, that “ such a
return of aseventeenth century object back to its orignal site could only happenin New
England.” It should be added that this could not have happened without the many donors
who generously gaveto this need and opportunity to bringthe chest back home.
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