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Questions asked: 
• 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 else has owned or lived in the house over the years and what is known about them?
• What alterations (structural or cosmetic) have been made to the house since it was built?

In the 19th century, much of Dorchester was made up of large landholdings that were in 
agricultural use or were expansive country estates. After Dorchester was annexed to Boston in 
1870, the owners of these properties saw opportunities to sell or develop their land as the 
demand for housing rapidly increased. Despite financial ups and downs starting with the Panic of 
1873, the sale of land, laying out of house lots, and construction of housing continued well into 
the 20th century.  

One such landholder was Joseph H. Clapp, 
who owned properties bounded mainly by 
Washington, Centre and Allston streets, where 
he and his father before him had a large farm. 
The farmhouse fronted on Washington Street. 
(1874 insurance map, right) In the 1880 
census, Joseph (age 55), his wife, Lydia (52), 
and father Henry Clapp (87) are listed in the 
house, which was eventually given the 
address of 568 Washington Street. 
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Joseph inherited his father’s property after Henry’s death in 1874, and in June of 1887 he deeded 
an 8000 square foot lot on the newly created Kenwood Street to Charles E. Spiller. The property 
was described as:  
“…beginning at a point on the Southerly side of Kenwood Street, so called, one hundred (100) 
feet west from Allston Street, and running Southerly on land of Sewall W. Rich, one hundred 
(100) feet, more or less, to land of George Edward Smith, then turning and running Westerly on 
said land of Smith eighty (80) feet to land of grantor, one hundred (100) feet, more or less, then 
turning and running Northerly on said land of grantor, one hundred (100) feet, more or less, to 
said Kenwood Street, then turning and running Easterly eighty (80) feet on said Kenwood Street 
to point of beginning, and containing eight thousand (8000) square feet, more or less.” 

The deed also contained the condition that “a dwelling house shall be erected thereon to cost not 
less than the sum of three thousand and (500) dollars and to be placed at a distance of not less 
than 15 feet from said Kenwood Street.” 

What is unusual is that four months later, in October 1887, another deed from Clapp to Spiller 
was recorded with all the same language except that the description has changed so that the 
boundary dimensions are 100 feet by 73 feet by 100 feet by 87 feet, which still equals 8000 
square feet.  

An application for a building permit was submitted in July 1887, 
not long after the first deed was filed. While the permit itself 
could not be found, the building inspector’s final report was 
located in the City Archives (see page 13), and it includes 
information from the permit. The architect was H. A. Spiller 
(Charles’s son)  and the builder was Charles A. Dearborn. The 
date of completion is February 9, 1888. Tax records from 1888 
list the property in Charles Spiller’s ownership, with a house 
valued at $4000, and the house is occupied by Harry Spiller. The 
recently completed house can be seen on the 1889 insurance 
map. The lot it sits on isn’t quite rectangular, reflecting the 
modified boundaries in the second deed. Harry had purchased 
the adjacent lot, at the same time as his father’s purchase, but 
there is no house on his lot.  

Harry was never described in census reports or directories as an 
architect; he was consistently listed as an engineer, and he 
eventually had a very successful foundry business in South 
Boston. In designing his parents’ house, he demonstrated skill 
and talent in such distinctive features as the delicate front porch 
or “piazza,” the interesting roof geometry, and the striking 
application of scalloped shingles on the entire second story. 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The 1894 insurance map shows the extent of home-building on Joseph Clapp’s land at that time. 
Lydia C. Clapp, Joseph’s wife, is the owner of the undeveloped lots; Joseph died in 1888. Note 
that the street address for the house on this map is 2 Kenwood Street. The houses were 
renumbered when Kenwood was officially “laid out” by the City of Boston in 1894, at which 
time the order of house numbers was reversed, to start at the Washington Street end, and the even 
and odd numbered sides were also reversed, putting the odd numbered addresses on the south 
side of the street. 

The Spiller Family, First Owners 
Charles Spiller and his wife, Helen, owned 91 Kenwood Street for some 35 years, from 1887 to 
1923, when it was sold after Charles died. We know they didn’t move in immediately, since 
Harry was in the house when it was first assessed, but they did move from South Boston a few 
years later; perhaps it was hard for Charles to leave the house where he had lived for half a 
century. 
 
The 1870 census listed Charles Spiller (age 
30), wife Helen (30), Harry (7), and George 
(3) in South Boston “south of Fourth 
Street,” and Charles was a steam gas fitter. 
In 1890, Charles and Helen are at 91 
Kenwood with a servant from Prince 
Edward Island; Charles has no employment 
listed. Son Harry was next door, having 
built his house at 83 Kenwood, with his 
wife and two children, ages 12 and 8, and a 
servant. Harry was ahead of his time with 
his occupation listed as Automobile 
Business. (The foundry business must have 
come later.) 
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The Boston Globe’s coverage of Charles and Ellen’s 50th anniversary gathering (18 April 1912) 
provides an overview and summary of their lives. 
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Charles Spiller died in 1923. (Dorchester Beacon, 
31 March 1923) After Charles’s death, Helen 
Spiller moved to 83 Kenwood to live with 
Harry’s family. She died there in 1926. 

No time was wasted in selling 91 Kenwood 
Street. On June 11, 1923, Harry A. Spiller, as 
administrator of his father’s estate, deeded the 
property to James Henry McMullen and Martha 
Elizabeth McMullen.  

What is notable about the sale to the McMullens 
is that it did not include the full 8000 square feet 
of the original lot, but instead it was for 4000 
square feet. The 1933 insurance map shows the 
resulting lot configuration, along with the two-
family house that was built on the lot in 1927.  

 
The McMullens 
While the Spillers owned the house for 35 years, 
the McMullens were there almost as long; they 
owned 91 Kenwood from 1923 to 1955. 

James Henry McMullen was born in Ontario, 
Canada, in 1881 and immigrated to the US in 
1901. Martha Elizabeth (Tracy) McMullen was 
also born in Canada, in New Brunswick, in 1880, 
and immigrated with her family when she was an infant. In the 1900 census, Martha, age 19, was 
“at school” and lived with her parents and five younger siblings on Clayton Street in Dorchester; 
her father was a carpenter. In 1910, Martha lived on Freeman Street in Dorchester with her 
parents and siblings; her father was a house carpenter and Martha was public school teacher. 
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James (he is listed incorrectly as Joseph) in the 1910 census is a lodger in a three-family house 
on Geneva Avenue and his occupation is artificial limb maker.  

James and Martha were married in Boston in 1913. Their daughter, Muriel Gertrude (Minnie), 
had been born in in 1914 in Medford. James’s WWI draft registration states that he lived at 45 
Mora Street and worked as an artificial limb maker for the George R. Fuller Co., which was 
incorporated in 1896 in Rochester, NY, but 
had an office in Boston.  In 1920 they were 
renting in a three-family on Mora Street on 
Codman Hill; Minnie was five years old, and James’s occupation was prosthetist-limb maker.  

Through the late 1920s and until he retired in 1952,  a close sampling of the annual residents 
listings always listed Martha as housewife while James’s occupation ranged from clerk to 
prosthetist to manufacturer to mechanic, and once, “woodworker.” His occupation in the 1940 
census was salesman—owner artificial limbs, so he had evidently started his own business. It 
seems likely that he took over the George R. Fuller business, as the 1938 City directory lists him 
at 21 Bromfield Street at McMullen & Reynolds Co. artificial limb dealers. 

The Dorchester Temple Baptist Church seems to have been an important part of the McMullens’ 
lives, as indicated by news clips from the Boston Globe (l-17 Dec 1929, lower l-11 Nov 1936 
and r-27 Feb 1935)
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Muriel graduated from the Bryant & Stratton Commercial 
School in 1934, as reported in the June 23 edition of the 
Boston Globe. In the 1934 residents listing, she finally showed 
up (household members under the age of 20 were not 
included); she was working as a stenographer, and in 
subsequent years as a secretary. The 1940 census listed her 
with her husband, George R. Alexander, living in Quincy. 
Martha died in 1964, and James died in 1969 (Boston Globe 29 
April 1969). It appears they had moved to Wollaston after they 
sold the house, perhaps to be closer to Muriel and her family. 

The Green Family 
In October 1955, the McMullens sold 91 Kenwood Street to John P. Green and Rita M. Green of 
Boston. The family appeared in the 1956 residents list (below) with John, age 36, occupation 
operator; Rita, age 29, housewife; and John’s father, Patrick, age 68, retired. They moved from 
the two-family house next door that was built in 1927 after the lot at 91 Kenwood had been 
subdivided.  

It should be noted here that the two-family was numbered 85 and 87 Kenwood Street. Directory 
listings relating to the Greens’ time of occupancy there, before moving to 91 Kenwood, show 
some inconsistency in house numbers: one year they will be listed at 85, another year they will 
be at 87. It seems unlikely that they were moving from one unit to another, but there is no way to 
know for certain. 

John Patrick Green was born in September 1919 in Boston. In the 1920 census, he and his 
parents, Patrick, age 33, and Catherine, age 30, lived on Gates Street in South Boston. Patrick 
and Catherine had immigrated from Ireland in 1907 and 1910, respectively, and were naturalized 
in 1912. Patrick was a laborer in a wool house. In 1930, the Greens lived on Talbot Avenue in 
Dorchester and Patrick worked in a wool house. In 1940, they had moved not far away to a three-
family house at 52 Nixon Street and Patrick again was listed as a laborer in a wool warehouse. 
John’s WWII draft card stated that he was employed at A. H. Clifford & Sons, 184 Summer 
Street, who were wool dealers. 

Rita Marie Sullivan (the 1940 census listed her as Marie R.) was born in 1926 in Boston. The 
1940 census placed the Sullivan family in a two-family house at 19 Clementine Park in 
Dorchester. James P. Sullivan, age 48, was a public school teacher; Katherine was 39; and both 
were born in Massachusetts. Rita was 13 years old, and her brother, James F., was 11. Also living 
with the family was James’s sister, Catherine Sullivan, age 50, an elementary school teacher.  

John and Rita were married in May of 1947 in Dorchester. In the 1948 Boston directory, John 
was listed as operator MTA with the address of 19 Clementine Park, living with his parents.  
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The Boston residents listing for 1949 reveals that John and Rita had moved to 87 Kenwood along 
with John’s father (his mother had died), Rita’s parents, and her brother. Since there were also 
residents listed separately at 85 Kenwood, it must have been a very full house.  

The following year, 1950, the Sullivan family is still listed at 87 Kenwood and the three Greens 
are at 85 Kenwood; presumably the other apartment became available and the Greens were able 
to rent it. In 1951, James Sullivan had retired from teaching, and James F. had joined the Army. 
The 1952 listing for the Greens shows both John and Patrick with different occupations, as 
shown below, while the status of the Sullivans remains the same. 

Although James the son was listed at home, he was in fact serving in Korea. An article from the 
Boston Globe (10 June 1955) tells what happened to him. In the midst of all the uncertainty, 
James Sullivan, his father, died. (Boston Globe 31 Jan 1953) 
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John and Rita Green purchased 91 Kenwood just a few months after James’s funeral, which 
might have been bittersweet given all that they and their families had been through. Patrick 
moved along with them. No obituary could be found for Patrick, but he did not appear in the 
1960 residents list. John and Rita lived at 91 Kenwood until 1969, when they moved to Milton. 
During this time they presumably had the four children who are identified in their obituaries. (It 
is not the place of this report to research living family members.) Katherine Sullivan, Rita’s 
mother, remained a resident at 87 Kenwood until 1969, when it is likely she also moved to 
Milton. The obituaries for Katherine, John, and Rita give a glimpse of their lives. 
 
Boston Globe 11 Aug 1990                                                  Boston Globe 3 Mar 2007 

 
Boston Globe 15 Jan 1995 
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The O’Donnell Family 
On February 5, 1969, John P. Green and Rita M. Green of Milton, Norfolk County, sold 91 
Kenwood Street to Michael J. O’Donnell and Elsie M. O’Donnell.  

Little information could be found about the O’Donnells. The Boston residents list from 1970, the 
last year publicly available, indicated that Michael was 26 and a baker, Elsie was 33, and they 
had moved to Kenwood Street from Harvard Street in Dorchester. Michael was too young to 
have been included in the 1940 census (the most recent publicly available), and Elsie’s family 
name isn’t known. 

Boston directories from 1971, 1972, and 1977 consistently listed the couple as below, providing 
additional information about Michael’s employer.   

The Grady Family 
On January 13, 1978, the O’Donnells sold 91 Kenwood Street to Francis Grady and Ann M. 
Grady. Fran was a social worker and Ann was a school teacher. They raised three daughters in 
the house and were very active in their community. Fran died in 2011 of cancer. (See page 12 for 
an article that appeared in the Boston Globe following his death.) Ann continued to live in the 
house until 2017, when she sold it to Mary E. Grady and John R. Pelletier, her daughter and son-
in-law. 

Alterations Made (structural or cosmetic) 
Work described in the building permits for 91 Kenwood Street includes the addition of a one-
story rear “piazza,” porch repairs, new roof shingles, electrical improvements, a kitchen 
renovation, and the replacement of the clapboards on the first floor after house wrap had been 
applied.  It is possible that other changes were made that were not documented with permits. 

❦ ❦ ❦ 
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91 Kenwood Street Ownership History

Date Book.Page Grantor (Seller) Grantee (Buyer)

Jun 11, 1887 1776.259 Joseph H. Clapp Charles E. Spiller 

Oct 13, 1887 1795.147 Joseph H. Clapp Charles E. Spiller (revised 
boundaries)

Jun 11, 1923 4476.418 Harry A. Spiller, Admr. of 
the estate of Charles E. 
Spiller

James Henry McMullen and Martha 
Elizabeth McMullen

Oct 11, 1955 7098.126 James Henry McMullen 
and Martha Elizabeth 
McMullen

John P. Green and Rita M. Green of 
Boston

Feb 5, 1969 8263.622 John P. Green and Rita M. 
Green of Milton, Norfolk 
Co.

Michael J. O’Donnell and Elsie M. 
O’Donnell

Jan 13, 1978 9028.533 Michael J. O’Donnell and 
Elsie M. O’Donnell

Francis Grady and Ann M. Grady

Aug 21, 2017 58407.97 Ann M. Grady John R. Pelletier and Mary E. Grady



Boston Globe 7 Oct 2011 
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