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Reportedly, about 180 Tristram Coffin descendants were crowded into 
the Whale Restaurant of the Folger Hotel for dinner on Sunday evening. This 
was an additional, optional, expense and one that I would have skipped if I 
had known ahead of time that we could arrive later for closing speeches, etc. 
(Another $25 spent on photocopies from the research library would have been 
more meaningful to me!) 

How quickly the sands of time slip through the hour glass; how rapidly 
the reunion weekend slipped into history. 

Monday morning (after those delicious apple-spice muffins, orange juice 
and coffee) I was at the genealogical library before  it opened. I snacked on a 
couple of nutrition bars during the day and didn't leave the room until after  
closing time. There were so many books I didn't peruse; there was original 
material that I didn't touch. To say, "1 hated to leave!" is an understatement. 

On Tuesday, October 6th, about 9 a.m., a taxi picked me up at the 
Periwinkle and took me to the Nantucket airport. At 9:25 a little airplane 
flew me back to a bustling metropolis. As long as I live, I will always have 
fond memories of my visit to "the far away island." 
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(Ojposite leftY Chimner repairs talèpIace: 
during: the.:. 1927-28f restoration: 

Photo: SPNEA collection 

(Center) Visitors interest, causedr the:. Oldestc - 
House: to. be. repaired: ands reopened. in 1897". 
While: it- wasi closed,. souvenir,  hunters tore off 
reachable- shingles; The: easterns half of: the-
original: rear lean-to had burned, away: whem the:..: 
house was-  occupied byt the- rurne or Pad. 
dacks: Note: the- Paddack house: whiclt wasstilWc 
standing: an& visible: to8 the: lowerr left±. 

(Lower-  left) Tristraim and: O Vincent* CoEfiir4 
bought the: Jethrot Cbflini Houser soom after 
Cbffin Familyf Reunions oR 1881 Judge: rri 
tram: Cofflir planneth to repair its far exhibition 
duringj its., bicentenniali ins 188(n asa the: oldes 
residentiab structure' out itss onginak foundatio 
i in Nantucket Thwn Note: the' eight-over4welv 
windows: mi the: three: lowee: photograph ss. 

(Lower- center) 	After,  its, bicentennial, th- 
house- was,  closed' until; 1897 Thisi photograpI 
confirms- that: Tristranr Cofffini reshingkds thes'. 
house: and; made: floor- an& chimney repairs-. At 
this time the: fireplace:' ins the: wests parlor wa 
reopened; The: nineteenth-century fireplace: im 
the' east hall was: kept: untiL the: 1927" restora. 
tionr (See- photographs: anck text- on page: 29)1 

(Lower right) Architect: Alfred, F Shurrock-
appears in: front: of: the: house: iniJune 1927" as 
the: restorations begins. 

Photo: SPNEA collection -  
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Fire Chief Bruce Watts directs operations inside the house. 

H. Flint Ranney, President of the NHA, has a "modest summer cottage"  on Cliff Road 
that is not far from the Oldest House. He arrived on Sunset Hill shortly after 

lightning struck on October 1, 1987. 

" It was be d S.. 

If 

Text and photos by H. Flint Ranney 

The Fire Department extends a ladder toward 
the opening as the roof is covered with a 
tarpaulin. 

I t was just after 5:00 p.m. when I got 
home from the office in a heavy thun-

derstorm. I had been in the house for only 
a couple of minutes when there was a very 
loud crack - almost a snapping sound - 
and an immediate, blinding flash of light-
ning. I knew that something nearby had 
been struck and began walking around the 
house to see if it was us - either the house, 
or the flagpole, or a tree out front. Before I 
could finish, the telephone rang, and Merle 
Orleans ordered me in an excited voice to 
go up to the Oldest House because it had 
been struck and was burning. 

My son Will and I jumped in the car 
and drove over to Sunset Hill. We went up 
the hill the wrong way off West Chester 
Street and parked in a woman's driveway. 
She was looking distraught because the gutter 
and downspout of her house were hanging 
at an odd angle, and there were tree branches 
on the ground. For a moment, I thought 
that this was where the lightning had hit. 
We ran out of the car and up the cobble-
stones in the pouring rain toward the Old-
est House. I had my camera inside my 
raincoat to keep it dry.  

partment had been there for a few minutes 
and had extended a ladder toward the house 
from one of the trucks. There was no fire, 
but the house was obviously in distress. 
The gable ends had separated, and the 
windows were blown out. 

The Fire Department spent at least 
three hours shoring up timbers and cover-
ing the open roof with a tarpaulin. There is 
no question in my mind that their work 
saved the house from total disaster. 

The next day, Bill Fantom, the Asso-
ciation's maintenance director, was able to 
begin stabilizing the structure. 	The day 
dawned bright and sunny, and I helped 
pick up bricks and pieces of brick from the 
shattered chimney. We stored these in the 
shed behind the house where they were 
sorted according to the side of the building 
they fell on, north or south. I also helped 
Victoria Hawkins (Curator of Collections) 
and Bruce Courson (Curator of Interpreta-
tion) remove furnishings from the house 
and load them for transporting to storage 
in the Peter Foulger Museum. As we worked, 
we had plenty of time to consider the sad 
state of one of Nantucket's favorite land-
marks and to wonder about its future. 

The scene before us was bedlam. The 
horseshoe chimney was completely gone, 
and the southeast section of roof had been 
blown loose. One end was touching the 
ground, and the second floor was open to 
the rain. Several firemen were inside look-
ing out through the opening. The fire de- 
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Q n cold January days earlier this 
year, NI-IA staff members were 

trudging through the snow at Old Stur-
bridge Village and Historic Deerfield in 
search of ideas that would help present the 
Oldest House effectively when it reopened 
to the public in June. All agreed that the 
interpretation of the site had to match the 
quality of its physical restoration. 

At OSV I found the interpretive phi-
losophy largely unchanged since 1971 when 

I was a staff interpreter: it is a careful blend 
of education and entertainment. An ex-
ample which impressed us all was the Towne 
House kitchen. As we entered, the inter-
preter invited us to warm ourselves on 
benches in front of the fire, something we 
were all anxious to do. There was no lec-
ture: she chatted informally, yet informa-
tively, as she prepared cheese toast and 
poured cider for each of us. Reaching into 
the fire for a poker, she handed it to Peter 

MacGlashan, our audiovisual librarian, with 
instructions to dip it in the cups. A sizzling 
sound accompanied the cloud of steam from 
the "mulled" cider in each mug, and the 
odor of caramelized sugar filled the air. 
While we sipped our hot drinks, the inter-
preter answered our questions and told us 
more about the kitchen and the people who 
had used it. Today, none of us remembers 
the dates of the pewter vessels in the room; 
but we will never forget that 1830 kitchen 
because we not only saw it, we experienced 

it. 
We left Old Sturbridge Village with 

the conviction that some of their interpre-
tive techniques would work well at NI-IA 
properties. But Sturbridge is not Nan-
tucket. It is an artificial museum village, 
currently interpreted to a specific date, 
1830. Nantucket is a real town with re-
corded history that began in 1659 when the 
English settled here to raise sheep and farm 
the land. Within a hundred years the is-
land's economy had shifted to whaling, and 
a century after that, Nantucket was a lead-
ing summer resort. The NHA is fortunate 
to own historic structures which represent 
each of these periods, but several, such as 
the Oldest House, cover hundreds of years. 
Interpreting large spans of time in a single 
building without confusing the public is a 
challenge. 

Elizabeth Codding, Assistant Cura-
tor of Collections at the NHA, had seen a 
possible response at the Wells-Thorne House 
in Historic Deerfield. The town of Deer-
field resembles Nantucket in that its his- 

Once again open to the public, the house tells its 
story to visitors in a different way. 

New 
Interpretation 

o f th e 
O l ie s t H o s e 

By Bruce Courson 

Jane Jones brings the west parlor to life as she demonstrates weaving to a group of visitors. 
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(Left) The east room as it appeared in 1960. 
Although the furnishings are not of a similar 
period, it is an interesting arrangement. A 
limited number of seventeenth-century 
artifacts remains a problem in 1990. 

(Below) The same room in 1953. Today it 
features a working fireplace and dampers or 
caps on all of the flues. Previously, with the 
chimney uncovered and poor drainage around 
the dwelling's exterior, the excessive dampness 
limited the exhibition of some collections. 
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tory spans many historical periods, and 
Historic Deerfield does not attempt to fo-
cus Its interpretation on a particular date. 

At the Wells-Thorne House the visitor enters 

through a 1725 kitchen. Moving through 
successive rooms, one progresses through 
history and exits the house from an 1850 

bedroom. Skeptical at first, our staff found 
the approach a pleasing and effective ve-
hicle for portraying Deerfield's social his-

tory. 

Could Historic Deerfield's techniques 
translate to the Oldest House? To some 
extent. 	But with what date should our 
interpretation end? The last family to live 
in the Sunset Hill dwelling moved out in 

1867 but continued to use it as a hay barn 
for their cow. 	We balked at filling the 
second floor with straw! After consulting 
the Oldest House Think Tank and the NHA 
Interpretation Committee, on whom we rely 

for frank assessments of our proposals, the 

(Left) The earliest known interpretation of the 
Oldest House, 1875, may have been arranged 
by the Turner family. Their efforts were 
meant to coincide with the United States 
Centennial. 

(Above) The same room as it appeared in the 
1950s. The fireplace has been reopened and 
the wallpaper removed, probably during the 
1927 restoration. The seated "dummy' in the 
left-hand photograph has been replaced by 
several well-informed staff members for the 
1990 reopening. 

staff decided to interpret the Oldest House 
through the lives and occupations of only 
its first two families - the Coffins, who 

built the house and farmed the land around 
it, and the Paddacks who bought the dwell-
ing in 1708. The latter family offers a 
happy means to depict Nantucket's evolv-
ing economy in the eighteenth century because 
Nathaniel Paddack was a registered weaver 

but died a mariner in 1756. Furthermore, 
such an interpretive plan meant the 1800 

House and the Hadwen House could con-
tinue our presentation of the island's social 
history through the whaling era, and would 
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The Jethro Coffin House is shown with its outbuildings, Ca. 1865, when it was owned by George Turner, a cooper. He removed the front entrance 

porch' and used U as the chicken coop/coal shed at extreme right. 

finish with "summering at Greater Light. 
For at least the next few seasons, 

however, Nantucket's social history will 
share the spotlight with the extraordinary 
history of the building itself. First used as 
a museum in 1886 and acquired by the 
NHA in 1923, the Jethro Coffin House has 
undergone two extensive restorations, each 
of which uncovered new information about 
this increasingly rare seventeenth-century 
structure. Moreover, thanks to the NI-IA 
staff's careful photographic documentation, 
we can offer fascinating insight into the 
state-of-the-art preservation techniques em- 
ployed after the lightning strike. 	On a 
small panel in each room, we will describe 
the structural history of the space and show 
the damage incurred there as well as the so-
lutions applied to restore it. On the second 
floor, a more extensive exhibit will tie together 
the two principal restorations, the 1987 
catastrophe and the house's architectural 
history. With the wealth of information at 
hand, it was an easy exhibit to prepare. 

We will develop our long-range in-
terpretive plans for the house during the 
next few years, and the staff face some im-
portant choices. Furnishing the house, for 
example, is nOt going to be easy. Although 
no inventories of Coffin or Paddack fur- 
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nishings survive, Elizabeth Codding found 
those of other families which give us an 
accurate account of household articles used 
on Nantucket from 1705 to 1725. In one 
parlor we have installed an eighteenth-century 
loom and a small bed, typical of how the 
Paddacks and their nine children used the 
room. This sparse arrangement concen-
trates household articles into the other parlor 
and lean-to kitchen where we tell the story 
of the Coffins and their eight children. Our 
inventory of late-seventeenth century fur-
nishings is only enough for a beginning, 
and completely furnishing the house will 
take time and money; but new additions 
such as a working fireplace, an operating 
loom and an extra interpreter on site will 
combine with new interpretive techniques 
to make the Jethro Coffin House an excit-
ing experience for visitors. 

Should the story end here? With a 
well-restored house and expanded staff, 
what could be missing? For one thing, a 
garden for food, then pens for animals, out-
buildings to store corn, grain and hay - 
the list goes on. Life in the seventeenth 
century depended not only on the shelter 
inside the house, but on what was pro-
duced around the house as well. The re-
cently uncovered cellar, now visible, would  

have been filled with root vegetables from 
the Coffin house garden. There may have 
been a smokehouse for preserving meats, 
and a pig pen to keep it supplied. Caul-
drons for washing were probably in place 
beside the house, and a well-worn path 
from the well to the kitchen would have 
been evident. Features such as these were 
as common to seventeenth-century houses 
as a car parked in the driveway of a home 
today. Through archeological and docu-
mentary research we hope to expand on our 
interpretation of the site in the future, giving 
our members and visitors a better under-
standing of what life was like for those first 
inhabitants of the Oldest House. 

For the rest of the summer we will 
observe visitors as they tour the house and 
will incorporate their comments and sug-
gestions to make further improvements. 
We hope our members will also help us. 
When you visit the house this summer, 
please note what you enjoy, what you do 
not like and your ideas for the future. The 
NHA staff is working hard to make all our 
historical sites enjoyable as well as educa-
tional. We value your observations. 

Bruce Courson is the NHA Curator of 
Interpretation. 
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Prepared by: Lorraine Frantz Edwards, P.O.B. 2076, Lancaster, CA 93539 

1 Lorraine Evon Frantz, b. 3 Mar 1935 in Pomona, Los Angeles Co., CA, re. 
in Lancaster, Los Angeles Co., CA, ma. 26 Nov 1952 in Yuma, Yuma Co., 
AZ. 

2 Ivan Jesse Frantz, b. 3 Dec 1904 in Corwith, Hancock Co., IA, d. 17 Jan 
1965 in Littlerock, Los Angeles Co., CA, ma. 2 Dec 1926 in Gridley, 
Butte Co., CA. 

3 Pearl Olma Showalter, b. 8 Aug 1906 in Alva, Woods Co., OK, re. in 
Palmdale, Los Angeles Co., CA.  

6 John Arthur Showalter, b. 4 Mar 1881 in Beebeetown, Harrison Co., IA, 
d. 15 Aug 1980 in Ashland, Jackson Co., OR, ma. 17 Feb 1904 in 
Whitehorse, Woods Co., OK. 

7 Ina Bird Smith, b. 7 Apr 1884 in Westphalia, Anderson Co., KS, d. 18 
Nov 1976 in Ashland, Jackson Co., OR.  

12 George Thomas Showalter, b. 4 May 1848 in Virginia, d. 28 Jan 1921 in 
Wakita, Grant Co., OK, ma. Jun 1870. 

13 Melissa Jane Hume, b. 3 Apr 1849 in Crawford Co., IN, d. 3 Dec 1936 in 
?Alva, Woods Co., OK. 

14 Gideon Watson Smith, b. 4 Nov 1841 in Dunkirk, Chautauqua Co., NY, d. 
24 Dec 1930 in Seattle, King Co., WA, ma. 22 Feb 1873. 

15 Olma "011ie" Celeste Coffin, b. 14 Apr 1852 in Alabama, d. 20 Jan 1925 
in Palacios, Matagorda Co., TX.  

28 Persons Smith, b. 17 Jan 1790 in ?Massachusetts, d. 21 Sep 1872 in 
?Michigan, ma. 6 Mar 1838. 

29 Phoebe Gaffield Watson, b. 27 Aug 1809, d. 14 Sep 1888. 
30 Alfred Vestal Coffin, b. 26 Oct 1818 in New Garden, Guilford Co., NC, 

d. 19 Jul 1895, ma. 15 Jun 1848 in Franklinville, Randolph Co., NC. 
31 Mary E. Johnson, b. circa 1822 (?) in Alabama, d. 1860 (?).  
60 Vestal Coffin, b. 10 Oct 1792 in /on Nantucket Is, MA, d. 10 Oct 1826 

in Greeneboro, Guilford Co., NC, ma. 27 Nov 1817. 
61 Alethea Fluke, b. 16 Apr 1798, d. 11 Feb 1891 in Hendricks Co., IN.  

120 William Coffin, b. 25 Sep 1747 in /on Nantucket Is, MA, d. 11 Oct 1796 
in New Garden, Guilford Co., NC, ma. 1 May 1790. 

121 Elizabeth Vestal, b. 10 Dec 1764 in North Carolina, d. 13 Apr 1816 in 
New Garden, Guilford Co., NC.  

240 William Coffin, b. 4 Nov 1720 in /on Nantucket Is, MA, d. 10 Nov 1803 
in New Garden, Guilford Co., NC, ma. 4 Oct 1740 in /on Nantucket Is, 
MA. 

241 Priscilla Paddock, b. 18 Sep 1722 in /on Nantucket Is, MA, d. 15 Jul 
1803 in New Garden, Guilford Co., NC. 

242 David Vestal, b. 16 Jul 1736 in Cane Creek, NC, d. 26 Oct 1819, ma. 25 
Sep 1759 in Cane Creek, NC. 

243 Sarah Chamness, b. 11 Nov 1742, d. 20 Jan 1822.  
480 Samuel Coffin, b. 12 Dec 1680 in /on Nantucket Is, MA, d. 22 Feb 1764 

in /on Nantucket Is, MA, ma. 1705 in /on Nantucket Is, MA. 
481 Miriam Gardner, b. 24 Jul 1685 in /on Nantucket Is, MA, d. 17 Apr 1750 

(?) in /on Nantucket Is, MA. 
482 Nathaniel Paddock, b. 22 Sep 1677 in Yarmouth, Barnstable Co., MA, d. 8 

Aug 1756 in /on Nantucket Is, MA, ma. 15 Dec 1706 in /on Nantucket Is, 
MA 

483 Ann Bunker, b. 3 Sep 1686 in /on Nantucket Is, MA, d. 18 Mar 1767 in 
/on Nantucket Is, MA. 
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