
1 

94 Sawyer Avenue, Dorchester, MA 02125 

Research and report by Kit Binns 

Dorchester Historical Society 

January 9, 2021 

Questions from the Owner 

What is known about the original owner? 

Did an architect design the house? If so, who was it and what is known about him/her? 

Who was the builder? 

Who else has owned or lived in the house over the years and what is known about them? 
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The Sawyers Bring the Street Car Suburbs to Jones Hill 
Number 94 Sawyer Avenue was one of the 

last houses built on land on the south and 

east slopes of Jones Hill originally 

developed by the father and son team of 

Nathan and Henry N. Sawyer. The 

Sawyers were in the printing business and 

enjoyed the peculiar distinction of serving 

simultaneously as father and son members 

for three years on the Boston Common 

Council (1878-1880), Nathan from Back 

Bay and Henry from Dorchester.  

The Sawyers were the first to develop the interior upper reaches of Jones 

Hill during the explosion of “street car suburbs” on Jones Hill from the 

mid-1870s through the mid-1890s. Before these new streets, only a 

handful of houses existed on Jones Hill, all of them on the peripheral 

streets of Columbia Street, Stoughton Street, Pleasant Street, and Hancock 

Street. Most were mid-19th century country estates and a couple of early 

settler properties, the exception being a few 1870s houses on the new 

Everett Avenue stub off of Stoughton Street.   

The Sawyers carved out their development starting in 1871 by buying the 

uphill 16 acres of one of these estates, the ancestral pre-revolutionary 

Pleasant Street home of Governor Henry Joseph Gardner. Gardner was the 

three-term Massachusetts governor (1855-1858) belonging to the notorious anti-immigrant 

American (“Know Nothing”) Party. His father, Dr. Henry Gardner was reputed in 1851 to be the 

richest man in Massachusetts. 

The Sawyers immediately laid out and began to sell lots along streets they created: Sawyer, 

Downer, and Cushing (originally Thacher) Avenues. However, the initial plan included an 

undivided portion of the Jones Hill summit and the south slope down to frontage on Hancock 

Street. It was on this part of the Sawyer land, near the top of Sawyer Avenue, that 94 Cushing 

Avenue was built in 1916. In the decades from the original purchase, the Sawyers had sold off 

parts of this previously undivided land. As early as 1874 they had even plotted out new lots beyond 

the original 1871 plan that they had commissioned. However, the lot that contains 94 Sawyer was 

not exactly as planned by the Sawyers. 

For a succession of maps showing the development of this part of Jones Hill from 1870 to the 

erection of the house at 94 Sawyer, see Exhibit B: Jones Hill maps   

Henry N. Sawyer 

Two Sawyers on Common Council 
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The Sawyers Exit and William Hardy Completes the Development 
Henry N. Sawyer died in 1912, and in 1915 his widow sold the remaining undeveloped land to 

William H. Hardy. Hardy took a mortgage of $6500 from the Exchange Trust Co.  

Hardy, born in 1879 in Canada, was a prolific builder, living with his wife Mabel and four children 

at 19 Parkland Street for decades. By 1940 they were in Milton, but he was still active as a builder 

at age 61.  

Upon buying the Sawyer land, William Hardy 

commissioned William Kelly to lay out a plan 

of development. Lot 3 was to become 94 

Sawyer. 

However, Hardy had a false start. In 1915 he 

submitted three separate building permit 

applications. The first (July 12, 1915) was for 

a three-family, with Stebbins & Watkins as 

architects and Hardy as builder at an estimated 

cost of $6500. The second (July 27, 1915) was 

a temporary building (a “locker”) for storage 

during construction. Both of these permits 

remained in effect until 1916, after completion 

of the house. The first was listed as 

“abandoned” in July 1916 and the second (the 

locker) as “taken down” in November 1916 

after completion of the house based on the 

third permit.  

The final permit (November 4, 1915) was for

another three-family, though of somewhat 

different dimensions and layout from the first, 

at an estimated cost of $6800, and with Hardy 

as both architect and builder.  

See Exhibit C: Building Permit 

The rough house plan also supplied by Hardy as part of his November 1915 application for a 

building permit does not match what was built. As built, the house has an impressive double bay 

at the front rather than a single bay, with a curved second-floor railing and a deep bracketed 

roofline atop each bay. There is another bay on the right (west) rather than the left side as shown 

in the plan, and the house dimensions may not be as indicated in the plan shown in the building 

permit (24 feet by 47 feet). A May 3, 1999, permit to rebuild the rear porches indicates a house 

footprint of 22 feet by 43 feet. The lot size, however, has remained consistent based on the Kelly 

survey plan above. Construction began late in 1915 or early 1916 and the house was completed 

and certified ready for occupancy on June 13, 1916.   

The Kelly plan for William Hardy's development 
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The Owners Make No. 94 Home: 1916-2020 
William Hardy had already sold 94 Sawyer Avenue before completion to its first occupants 

Rueben H. and Katherine A. Brooks on March 29, 1916.  

For the names of all owners, dates of ownership, and deed references, see Exhibit A: 

Chronological Ownership  

The following 1918 map excerpt show the newly built Brooks home at 94 Sawyer. Hardy still 

owned two lots on the parcel he bought from the Sawyers, but the rest had been sold, and all but 

two had houses on them. The 1916 city tax records show that 94 Sawyer Avenue was valued at 

$7600, in line with the estimated $6800 for building the house itself. 

1918 Bromley Dorchester Plate 5 showing completed Sawyer Avenue and completed No.94 

Born in 1873, Rueben Henry Brooks at age 7 was living at 191 Cabot Street in Roxbury Crossing 

with his parents, Henry and Mary, as an only child. However, his elder brother, Rueben James 

Brooks, born in 1871, had died in 1872. In the 1920 census Rueben Henry Brooks was 46 and 

Katherine A. Brooks was 44. Rueben proudly has himself recorded as “locomotive engineer, steam 

engine”. By1930 his occupation was more prosaically listed as “railroad”. After they moved to 53 

Huron Circle off current Gallivan Boulevard he is identified in the 1940 census at age 67 as 
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“locomotive engineer” again. It seems unlikely that the Brooks had children, as none appear in 

these or other censuses. 

In 1933 the Brooks sold to Katherine Scally. Scally does not appear to have ever lived there, but 

rather have been an absentee landlord.  

In 1946 Scally sold to John J. & Mary Barnes, who almost immediately sold to Hugh F. & Helen 

C. O’Brien in 1947. The O’Briens in turn sold to Vincent L. & Ruth L Cudmore in 1952.

Vincent (1920-1994) was a welder. He appears in the 1930 and 1940 censuses living with his 

parents and six siblings at 72 Pleasant Street, and his mother, Elizabeth, died there in 1964, so he 

was likely a Jones Hill native. The Cudmores were long-term owners, selling in 1980. However, 

they do not appear to have occupied the property after 1966, moving to Scituate. There is no listing 

of residents in 1967 or 1968, and it shows renters for 1969 and 1970, the last year for which online 

resident lists are available. 

The next owners were Kerry Silva and Nina Silva Rago, who bought from the Cudmores in 1980 

and sold to a member of the family of the current owner in 1984, making the current owner the 

one with the longest tenure in the 100-plus years of 94 Sawyer Avenue. 

For more details of owners and residents of 94 Sawyer from a selection of census records and 

street listings, see Exhibit D: Resident lists. 

. 
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Appendix 

Exhibit A: Chronological Ownership 

Date Book.Page Grantor (seller) Grantee (buyer) Notes 

7/23/1915 3896.469 Mary A. Sawyer William H. Hardy Widow of 

Henry N. 

Sawyer sells 

10/6/1915 3911.610 . Kelly plan 

recording for 

William Hardy 

3/29/1916 3945.573 William H. Hardy 

19 Parkman Street 

Rueben H. & Katherine 

A Brooks 

8/18/1933 5401.214 Rueben H. & Katherine 

A Brooks 

Katherine Scally 

7/25/1946 6243.154 Katherine Scally John J. & Mary Barnes 

4/16/1947 6321.585 John J. & Mary Barnes Hugh F. & Helen C. 

O’Brien 

7/3/1952 6790.409 Hugh F. & Helen C. 

O’Brien 

Vincent L. & Ruth L 

Cudmore 

11/28/1980 9607.94 Vincent L. & Ruth L 

Cudmore 

Kerry Silva & Nina 

Silva Rago 

6/28/1984 10999.168 Kerry Silva & Nina 

Silva Rago 

Ruth Mary Picard 

Campbell 

12/2/1985 12086.163 Ruth Mary Picard 

Campbell 

Ruth Mary Picard 

Campbell and Margaret 

M. Campbell

Joint tenants 

with right of 

survivorship 

2/11/1986 12279.197 Ruth Mary Picard 

Campbell and Margaret 

M. Campbell

Margaret M. Campbell 
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Exhibit B: Jones Hill maps 

The following sequence of maps shows the development of the area of Jones Hill from 1850 to 

1889 that includes 94 Sawyer Avenue, with the area of the future 94 Sawyer Avenue indicated 

by the red ovals. 

Jones Hill houses and streets from the 1850 Whiting map 
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In April 1871 Nathan Sawyer, Henry N. Sawyer and George M. Cook purchased 16 acres from 

Governor Gardner for $65,000, taking on a one year $38,000 mortgage from the him. The 

following map shows the parcel purchased by the Sawyers and their partner. The Sawyers 

immediately bought out Cook. On Pleasant Street, the remaining Gardner land and house on 

Pleasant Street are at the lower right boundary of the Sawyer purchase, and the lower left boundary 

is the Samuel Downer estate. The general area of 94 Sawyer is indicated by the red oval. 

Map of the Sawyer purchase from Governor Henry J. Gardner in April 1871 
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This enormous parcel on the eastern side signaled the beginning of the development of Jones Hill 

as a true suburb for other than the very wealthy. The western side, towards Uphams Corner, was 

laid out somewhat later, although most of the houses on both slopes were erected relatively 

simultaneously from the early 1880s to the mid 1890s.The upper boundary is where Sawyer 

Avenue now joins Cushing Avenue across from the St. Mary’s Center. 

 

This map shows the original Sawyer plan for development. Note that the future location of 94 

Sawyer Avenue at the top left of that street is not demarcated as plots for sale, although the Sawyers 

shortly thereafter did make further subdivision plans. 

 

 
                           The Sawyer plan of May 1871 for developing the south-east slope of Jones Hill 
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This 1889 map excerpt shows Sawyer Avenue as no longer truncated but intersecting Cushing 

Avenue and additional lots laid out beyond the original 1871 Sawyer plan, although most of these 

previously undivided lots were redrawn in Hardy’s plan of 1915. The lots on the Hancock side of 

Downer Avenue in the 1871 plan – where the park is now – had by this date been sold and joined 

to the city land on Hancock Street that is now the public works lot. 

 

 
1889 Bromley Plate 8 showing final street pattern continuing development, mostly in the 1871 plan area 
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Exhibit C: Building Permit 
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The plan to the right shows the front elevation supplied 

for Hardy’s permit for 92 Sawyer Avenue, which is 

indicated as a twin to No. 94. This façade is reversed 

from what was built at No. 94. It also does not show 

the second and third floor bay above the entry or the 

second-floor curved balcony that appear in No. 94 as 

built. Note also that the 1918 map on page 3 shows a 

footprint that does not reflect the two bays above the 

front entrance as built. Likely, the mapmakers used the 

first-floor footprint, which has no bay, to create the 

map. And No. 92 next door is in fact an exact duplicate 

of No. 94, neither exactly as shown in this elevation, 

the rough plan submitted with the permit, or the 1918 

map. 

 

According to the City of Boston’s database of building permits, the 1999 permit for the rear porch 

work and a similar one for 1955 was the only permit ever issued for significant work, which is not 

to say no other major work was ever done. 
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Exhibit D: Resident lists 
 

Census lists show all residents at an address while Boston street listings only show residents over 

20 years of age. All of these selections offer a glimpse of the typically modest occupations of the 

owners and other residents. 

 

The 1920 census shows Brooks and Muldoon families as occupants: 

 

 
 

 

The 1922 Boston street listings show the Evans/Swartz, Muldoon, and Brooks households: 

 

 
 

 

 
In 1928 the Hayes family had replaced the Swartz household: 

 

 
 

The following street listings from 1935, 1940, and 1945, respectively, do not show the owner, 

Katherine Scally, in residence, suggesting that she rented the apartments throughout her 

ownership from 1933 through1946. 

 

1935: 
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1940: 

 
 

1945: 

 
 

In 1950, the owner-occupants were a young couple, the O’Briens: 

 

 
 

The next owners, the Cudmores, were in residence in 1955: 

 

 
 

As they were a decade later in 1966: 

 

 
 

Note: From here forward, the 2-digit number to the right of the occupation changes from 

“Supposed age” to “Year of birth”. 

 

But by 1970 the Cudmores were gone, ten years before they sold, although some members of the 

ever-changing cast of the Nickerson family were still there: 
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