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Questions asked: 
• What is known about the original owner?
• 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?
• Does the house sit on all of its original land? If not, when and in what way did the lot size

change? 

The neighborhood now known as Ashmont Hill had its origins in 1870, when 
George Derby Welles, who was 26 years old and living in Paris, inherited 
extensive landholdings in this area from his grandfather’s estate. Welles 
engaged attorney Edward Ingersoll Browne to be his representative, with the 
responsibility and authority to manage the sale of his property. Browne in turn 
hired the engineer and surveyor H. W. Wilson to draw up a plot plan of house 
lots and streets to begin the process of selling the land. Deeds to Ashmont Hill 
properties to this day include the original lot number(s) and a reference to 
“Plan No. 1 of Geo. D. Welles....dated May 1, 1871, by Henry W. Wilson, 
Engineer and Surveyor....” in the description of the property. (Note, however, 
that this is not the case with 2 Mellen Street deeds, as explained below.) 

On May 11, 1889, George Derby Welles and his wife, Armandine V. Welles, through their 
attorney Edward Ingersoll Browne, deeded a large number of building lots in the area of 
Ashmont Street and Ocean Street to Charles N. Mellen, who was active in the process of 
building houses himself and selling house lots to others who wanted to build in the new  
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neighborhood. Other developers were similarly purchasing large blocks of 
house lots from Welles and then reselling them, often reconfiguring them to 
make them more buildable. These sales made George Welles considerable 
amount of money and presumably allowed him to continue to live comfortably 
in France. (Welles to Mellen, Suffolk Country Registry of Deeds, 1876.561, 
Lots 184,185,186,187; 1876.355, Lots 135,136, pt 189, 190 and 191; 
1876.357, Lots 140-145)             

George Welles was determined that the character and quality of the houses 
being built comply with the very high standards that he himself set. The deed 
for 88 Alban Street stipulated that for ten years only one dwelling house, 
stable building, and ancillary structure could be built on the property; that no 
building or fence over six feet high could be erected within 20 feet of Alban 
Street (features such as porches, cornices, and bay windows could extend into 
that space); and that no dwelling house “shall be inferior in appearance to those 
heretofore erected by said Welles on Roslin and Harley streets.” (This refers to the French 
mansard “cottages” at 16 Harley Street and 49 Roslin Street that Welles had built in the 
fashionable architectural style of the time, soon after the 1871 plan was completed.) Welles also 
reserved the right during that ten-year period for himself or his agents to enter the property and 
to remove or alter, at the expense of the party at fault, any changes that were made in violation of 
these stipulations. Similar language appears in the deeds to all the house lots sold by Welles. It is 
not known whether he or his agents ever had to exercise this right.  
 
The Original Owners
On March 28, 1892, Mellen deeded to Estelle H. Burlingame, wife of Elmer 
E. Burlingame, portions of Lots 186, 187, and 145 (Mellen to Burlingame, 
Suffolk Country Registry of Deeds, 2049.340). Referring back to the two 
deeds from Welles to Mellen that included these house lots, this deed stated 
that it is “subject to the stipulations and agreements in said deeds set forth….”  
A mortgage was given to Mellen on the same day (2049.341).  

No documentation (building permits, building inspector’s final approval, 
architectural drawings) could be located to provide specific information about 
the house, which is a fine example of the Queen Anne style. However, there is clear evidence 
that the house was completed in 1892: the 1892 tax records indicate that the land was valued at 
$1,500 and also list the house with a value of $6,000. The lot size is 7281 square feet. The house 
also appears on the 1894 insurance atlas sheet, but not in 1889. 

Also on the 1894 atlas, but not in 1889, is Mellen Street itself, which Mellen had built as a 
private street. In 1893 he was granted the right by the City of Boston to lay a sewer line in the 
street at at his own expense, providing all materials except for manholes, which the City would 
provide. The agreement stipulated that on completion the street would become the property of 
the City of Boston. Confusingly, the houses were initially numbered with the odd numbers on the 
south side and the evens on the north side. At some point this was changed, mysteriously making 
it inconsistent with the rest of the neighborhood, where the odd numbers are on the south side. 
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The Burlingames had come from Manchester, New Hampshire. Elmer’s occupation on the 1892 
tax record is Vice President, A&P Tunnel Co., with offices in the Equitable Building.  

Elmer Ellsworth Burlingame was born in 1862 in Willet, NY. In 1884, he married Estelle 
Hancock (born 1865, also in New York) in Elmira, NY. They had eight children in all. The 1900 
Census lists the family at 2 Mellen Street with the parents and six children; one son had died in 
1887 and one daughter was not yet born (1904). Elmer is listed as “broker” and Estelle is 
“musician.”  They also had one servant, also listed as “nurse,” who must have been very busy.  

It isn’t clear what Elmer was selling, but what is clear is that either he was a poor businessman or 
he exercised questionable judgement in his pursuits. Perhaps the strain of supporting such a large 
family took its toll. The first indication of a problem appeared in a notice in the Boston Globe, 
April 12, 1898. 

Things went downhill from there. On November 9, 1900, the mortgage that had been given to 
Charles Mellen at the purchase of the house, and which was subsequently assigned to Charles  
Tillinghast and Leonard Fowle as trustees for the benefit of Josephine Henry, was foreclosed on 
for failure to make payments. That same day, a foreclosure sale was completed with the property 
being purchased for $3,000 (the amount of the outstanding mortgage) by Sumner Robinson of 
Newton. (Suffolk Country Registry of Deeds, 2718.84).  

The Boston Directory of 1904 lists 
Elmer living at 59 Belvedere Street with 
a business address of 20 Central. The 
1910 Census lists the Burlingames on 
Court Road in Winthrop with three of 
the children. Louis is listed as 
“promoter, wireless.”  His promoting 
appears to have gotten him in serious 
trouble, as the following new stories 
indicate. 

From the Middletown, OH News-Signal 
August 10, 1911  
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From the Boston Transcript, Dec 31 1913                          From the Reading PA Eagle Jan 1914 

The Subsequent Owners 
What Sumner Robinson did with the property is unclear, but through some form of transaction, 
on July 2, 1902, Leonard Fowle (the trustee mentioned above) deeded 2 Mellen Street to Martha 
(Buchanan) and Louis Pfingst. (Leonard Fowle to Louis Pfingst, Suffolk County Registry of 
Deeds, 2836.538)  

The Pfingsts were no strangers to Mellen Street. The 1900 Census shows them living at 18 
Mellen Street. Louis was born in 1858 in New York; both his parents were born in Germany, and 
his occupation was Manufacturing (indecipherable) Goods. Martha was born in 1862 in New 
York of native-born parents. Their daughter, Margaret, born in 1884 in New York, was “at 
school.” Louis had 18-20 Mellen  designed by the architect A. B. Pinkham and built by Calvin 
Lamont; the building permits for both sides are dated November 1894, so presumably 
construction was completed in 1895. The 1898 atlas shows the buildings in place with Louis 
Pfingst as the owner, and his name continued on all the atlases through 1918. (Martha and 
Margaret sold 18-20 Mellen Street in 1920.) 

Louis Pfingst was well known and widely respected in his day. He was a Mason, and he was also 
an active member of the Dorchester Gentlemen’s Driving Club. While his occupation, according 
to the 1907 Boston directory, was “building street cars,” his career and accomplishments were 
impressive. He died in February 1908 after a long illness; the memorial from The Street Railway 
Bulletin, on the next page, gives a full biography. Martha and Margaret were the only residents 
of 2 Mellen in the 1910 Census; in 1911 Margaret married Joseph H. H. Kelley. Martha then took 
in lodgers, primarily older women, through 1948. New residents from other parts of Dorchester 
are listed in 1949, and no one is listed in 1950. 
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No deed could be located to document the sale of 2 Mellen to the next owners, the Shea family, 
presumably from Martha Pfingst and/or Margaret Pfingst Kelley. (No death certificate could be 
found for Martha.) 

However, on May 26, 1950, John E. Shea, giving his address as 1943 Dorchester Avenue, 
applied for a building permit to make a number of changes to the house and to convert it from a 
single-family to a two- family dwelling, with one “suite” on the first floor and the other on the 
second and third floors. Shea applied for a permit to amend plans on November 20, 1950, this 
time giving his address as 2 Mellen Street. This permit was to change the egress from the third 
floor from a trap door and ladder to a flight of stairs through a dormer to the second floor rear 
porch.  

On December 7, 1951, Eileen F. Shea deeded the property to Evelyn Porter Shea (her daughter-in 
law?) (Shea to Porter Shea, Suffolk County Registry of Deeds, 6752.519).  

No one appears in the 1950 City directory. The 1952 City directory lists the residents of 2 Mellen 
Street and also indicates where they lived in 1951. 

The 1940 Census listed a John F. Shea, age 77 and widowed, as living at 1943 Dorchester 
Avenue, with the occupation of “Proprietor, Undertaker.”  The building at this address, which 
was a funeral home for some time, was later known as the Odwin Learning Center (recently 
replaced by an apartment building). It seems possible that John E. was John F.’s son and was 
carrying on the family business. 

The Boston Residents Listing from 1960 shows a very fully occupied house.  

The Sheas occupied the house throughout the time they owned it, as is show by this Residents 
list from 1965. 
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There is no documentation to indicate that the house was converted to a three-family, but at some 
point it became one de facto. 

The next owners were Michael H. Shaughnessy and Catherine P. Shaughnessy, who were deeded 
the property on October 13, 1965, by John and Evelyn Shea. (Shea and Porter Shea to 
Shaughnessy, Suffolk County Registry of Deeds,7988.486)  According to the Residents lists 
through 1970, they never occupied the house themselves.  

The Shaughnessys deeded the house to Ellen R. Yaffe on October 2, 1974. (Shaughnessy to 
Yaffe, Suffolk County Registry of Deeds, 8443.567)  

Ellen Yaffe deeded the house to Donald E. Vaughan and Lee S. Ridgway on October 31, 1986. 
(Yaffe to Vaughan and Ridgway, Suffolk County Registry of Deeds, 13023.081) 

What Alterations Have Been Made to the House? 
While there is no building permit to document the change, a close look at the building footprints 
on the 1894 and 1898 insurance atlases (below left and right, respectively) indicates that, 
sometime in that time period, the Burlingames modified the front of the house and added the 
distinctive curved bay on the first floor.  

Similarly, a comparison of the building footprints on the 1918 and 1933 atlases (below left and 
right, respectively) shows that the rear portion of the house was significantly modified sometime 
during the Pfingsts’ occupancy. We can only speculate as to the interior changes that resulted. 

More recent changes were made when the house was converted to a two-family dwelling in 
1950; building permits document the installation of bathrooms on the first and third floors and a 
kitchen on the second floor, along with other modifications to the interior. Other permits were 
found for predictable maintenance such as re-roofing and replacement of gutters and fascia, as 
well as repairs and improvements made by the current owners. Other changes may have occurred 
for which there is no record. In any case, this is a very well cared-for house. 
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Does the House Sit on its Original Land? 
While the original house lots created in the 1871 Wilson Plan drawn for George Derby Welles 
were modified by Charles N. Mellen when he resold the properties, there were no documented 
changes made to 2 Mellen Street’s property boundaries once that sale took place. 

Sources: 
Suffolk Country Registry of Deeds  
Insurance atlases from the Dorchester Historical Society  
MyHeritage genealogical website for US Census information, local and national newspaper 
articles, family histories 
FamilySearch genealogical website for Deed information 
Boston Public Library, Boston Lists of Residents 
City of Boston Historical Building Permits  
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Ownership Record

Grantor Grantee Date Book and Page Notes

George Derby Welles Charles N. Mellen May 11, 1889 1876.561 (Ashmont St) 
Lots 184,185,186,187           
1876.355 (Ocean St) Lots 
135,136, pt 189, 190 and 
191 1876.357 (Ocean St) 
Lots 140-145

Charles N. Mellen Estelle H. Burlingame, 
wife of Elmer E. 
Burlingame

March 28, 1892 2049.340 for portions of 
Lots 186, 187, 145. 
Mortgage given to Charles 
Mellen on March 28, 1892: 
2049.341

Elmer E. Burlingame to Charles M. 
Tillinghast, trustee for 
the benefit of 
Josephine E. Henry 
foreclosure

November 9, 
1900

2718.84  Mortgage 
originally given to Charles 
Mellen was later assiged to 
Charles Tillinghast and 
Leonard Fowle, trustees 
for the benefit of 
Josephine Henry et al.

Elmer E. Burlingame 
to Sumner Robinson

foreclosure sale November 9, 
1900

2718.84-88 “Notice has 
been published and a sale 
has been made” for $3,000 
to Sumner Robinson of 
Newton, MA (and it was 
much more complicated 
than this)

Leonard Fowle to Louis Pfingst July 2, 1902 2836.538 When the Pfingsts took 
occupancy

Joseph E. Maloney Martha E. Pfingst Sept. 12, 1906 3154.396 unclear why there are two 
different deeds

Pfingst to Shea 1949 or 1950 unknown

Eileen F. Shea Evelyn Porter Shea Dec. 7, 1951 6752.519/20 subjoined to mortgage from 
Richard P McCarthy to East 
Boston Savings Bank dated 
Dec 1, 1948  6480.307

John E. Shea and 
Evelyn Porter Shea 
aka Evelyn F. Shea

Michael H. 
Shaughnessy and 
Catherine P. 
Shaughnessy

Oct. 13, 1965 7988.486/7 Shaugh mortgage 7988.488

Michael H. 
Shaughnessy and 
Catherine P. 
Shaughnessy

Ellen Yaffe Oct 2, 1974 8443.567/8

Ellen Yaffe Donald Vaughan and 
Lee Ridgway

Oct. 31, 1986 13023.81 Street #: D0002 
MELLENST*&OCEAN-
ASHMONT STS in Deeds


