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An Introduction…

Most of Potter House's original clapboard siding has been covered with vinyl. Its masonry is
crumbling. Its shutters have been misplaced. There are gobs of lead paint obscuring the details in
the original early 19th century woodwork. Its wood floors are undulating, changing their landscape
in response to the weight of our lives. But damn, I love this building. It holds me.
When we moved in, we found that a past tenant had painted the woodwork in the kitchen a
ghastly, food encrusted, dark burgandy. I'm not sure what they were thinking. It took me days to
cover it with white and my wrists ached from working the brush. That was 2010. The first year we
filled in the nooks and crannies easily and the building became our home. Later on, as our family
grew, Potter House grew with us and we added two rooms from upstairs into our living space. Our
neighbor, Nancy Holden, a North Bridgton native, says that our sons' new bedrooms have the best
view of the lake in the village and I can't argue with her.
Potter House is probably haunted. Or maybe not. Or maybe it is, depending on what you
believe. I'm not sure and I've been here for 8 years. My kids have seen things………..a lady in black
in the livingroom who turned off the light, a "bad guy" in the bedroom corner………I'm not sure
what to think. I have more stories if you want to hear them. There are certainly lots of noises to keep
our imaginations from getting rusty.
I'm not sure what first piqued my curiosity about the history of Potter House. Maybe it was a
subconcious visit from one of our resident spirits, or maybe it was the gnarly square nails and 2ft+
wide boards I found in the basement. Either way, what followed was a frenzy of constant rumination
and research that took me by surprise and resulted in this collection of evidence on the house's
history. Thank you for sharing it with me.

An Honest Start…

I do not know for sure when this house was built. The secret has stood, unilluminated,
through all my logged hours of research. I have consulted wise locals, old newspapers, rusty nails,
deed registries, academy archives, saw marks, historical societies, floor plans, architectural styles, and
thick layers of paint. I have even crawled through the darkest corners of the attic searching for the
answer and no light was found…but I have a theory.

According to a deed from the Cumberland County Registry of Deeds, on the exact spot Potter
House stands now, a man named Hiram Cushman lived in 1838. There were buildings on this land,
already established when he purchased it, and it served as a homestead to Hiram and his family. I
also came across a survey of historic North Bridgton homes done in the 1970s at the Bridgton
Historical Society, and it said that Hiram Cushman owned and lived in the house. It also said that
the house was moved to its current spot from the pasture above "Mel Wilbur's". Throughout the
survey's house descriptions there is a lot of timeline hopping, and as I was digging, I found out that

Mel Wilbur was an early 1900s local figure who owned the large farmhouse/inn across the street
from Potter House's current location. (Bridgton Academy owned it in the 1990s when they tore it
down. There is still a stone skeleton left of the foundation and retaining walls.) From there I inferred
that they were using a reference to a location that they understood from their own way of relating to
the village, and that Mel Wilbur and Hiram Cushman were NOT contemporaries, but instead existed
a whole century apart. Wilbur's house, however, is the key to understanding the origin story of
Potter House.
Hiram's family was an important part of the North Bridgton village in the early 1800s. His
father, George W. Cushman, served on the board of Trustees at Bridgton Academy in its earliest days
as an institution of learning. He also built the stately cape that sits adjacent to Potter House out of
local bricks. Before that, though, he bought the large farmhouse aforementioned in the previous
paragraph from Dr. Samuel Farnsworth Jr. in 1823, enabled by a mortgage financed by the Trustees
of Bridgton Academy. He and his family resided there, with Hiram being the eldest child, until
unfortunately the mortgage foreclosed for reasons unknown.
During the time that the Cushman family lived in that farmhouse, Hiram and Lucy W.
Barnard were married. I believe that, for the occasion of his marriage in 1826, Hiram built Potter
House in the pasture above his father's farmhouse for his growing family, just as the survey of
historic North Bridgton houses suggests. Perhaps in 1828, a mortgage that his father took out for
$200 on which Hiram was a signed witness was used to finance Hiram's build. Consulting the 1830
U.S. Census records also provides evidence of his independent construction, when it lists Hiram as a
head of household, placing him in his own domestic structure in this exact area, proven by other
known neighbors of the village listed in proper order around him.
What would inspire Hiram to move his house? Upon the unfortunate event of his father's
foreclosure, perhaps, he had to make a decision in order not to lose the house he had built for his
family. I believe that the foreclosure was the catalyst that literally dug Potter House up from the
ground and transplanted it to its current position on the eastern side of North Bridgton Road. I find
it odd that a house would be moved onto land that was owned by someone else, but my 21st century
perspective is limited when it comes to understanding real estate of the early 19th. Hiram did not
own the land he moved his house onto until 1838, when he purchased it in a deed from Zilpha
Andrews, one of the heirs of Samuel "Iron" Andrews. Hiram's father had a similar transaction with

Andrews, building his second North Bridgton house out of brick on borrowed land, with ownership
only transferring to him (his heirs) after his death via deed from an heir of Andrews.
According to the evidence, I conclude that Potter House was built in the pasture above the old
farmhouse that was across the street in 1828 (or shortly before or after), and in an unexpected turn,
was moved to its present spot by 1838 in order to avoid a loss of property and personal investment.

A Tour…

Let's start with the basement. The front rectangle footprint of Potter House is the original
structure that has endured for almost 200 years. From our subterranean perspective, we can look up
and see the thick timbers used for framing before dimensional lumber became the modus operandi of
builders in New England. Just beyond the timbers is a layer of 2ft+ wide boards crossed with distinct
marks, long and straight, 1/2inch apart, and parallel, that show us they were cut by an old sash
sawmill, probably located on one of the local brooks. In 1910, Potter House was purchased by Carrie
E. Smith, who added the large addition off the back, turret, and front porch, and made improvements
in the foundation of the whole structure. While we are in the basement, we can see the obvious
construction differences between the original house and the addition, including circular saw marks,
dimensional lumber, and a tendency towards thinner recycled boards in the newer part.
Skipping right up to the attic, we can see
the same differences in construction. It is quite
a sight when you enter the attic, because you
can see the contained part of the original roof
of the old house, preserved like in a museum.
Of course the old cedar shingles are not the
actual originals, because they certainly were
replaced between 1828 and 1910, but they still
provide a fascinating view into the past.
There is a crawl space squeezing through the old roof into the attic portion of the old house
that is a fun place to explore if you are feeling brave. I have done it, and believe me, the old
construction methods that I described in the basement are evident there, including in its
distinguishing façade peak.
In the basement, attic, and woodwork is an abundance of old square nails…I have done my
best to determine their age and I have concluded that they are Type B machine-headed cut nails with
the iron fibers running crosswise. This type of nail was in production between 1815 and the late
1830's. Dating a house using the history of nail technology can give vague results for many reasons,
but I appreciate that the dates line up with the origin date theory of Potter House.

(Photo above is a selection of nails I've found in the older part of the house. You can see the machine
clamped heads and the crosswise iron fibers in the broken nail.)

Now let's stand outside, facing the front entrance. On this western side of the building, the
original clapboard siding endures, still solidly held on by its arsenal of square nails. The siding on
the northern side was replaced in 1910 when the addition was put on; you can tell by the narrower
face of the boards and the rusty round modern nails used. The southern side has been dressed with a
coating of white vinyl siding. The decorative verge-board, sometimes called "gingerbread" trim, is
not original to the building. It is an accent that fits with the Gothic Revival and Victorian methods of
architectural design, which come a bit later than Potter House was built. There have been multiple
carpenters that have lived here through the years who could have added the accents to update the
house. My theory is that it was Elbridge Potter who added them, as well as the decorative fence

along the front of the property, as you can see in the photo below, taken in 1890. It suits the
fashionable trend of Victorian notions at the time.

The Gothic and Victorian accents on the house added later are in
contrast to the Federal/Greek Revival design elements in the
original construction. Federal and Greek Revival architecture as
widespread building trends dominated the first half of the 19th
century, and they are characterized by symmetrical facades,
central entryways, and lighter, airier, more simplified design
elements. And since they are architectural trends based on the
ancient Greek and Roman civilizations, there tend to be actual
pillars and pilasters in the design, as we find in Potter House's
fireplace and entryway trim.

(Potter House fireplace in the living room.)

The living room fireplace is a fine example of Federal design, with its smooth, clean lines and
understated pilasters on each side. It is also held together with the same nails as mentioned before. I
visited the historic home of Tom and Faye Austin just down the street here in North Bridgton, and
they have two fireplaces that are virtually identical to Potter House's. Their Federal cape house was
built in 1828 for the current Preceptor of Bridgton Academy at the time, Charles Soule.
The only original trim remaining inside Potter house is in the entryway where it gracefully
surrounds the windows and doorways (see picture on previous page). Thankfully it hasn't been
destroyed; I'm guessing that the original trim throughout the rest of the house was replaced when
Bridgton Academy put the modern windows in. Also in the entryway is the delicate central stairway
that leads upstairs to what was originally just two bedrooms, but is now a meandering path through

the length of the addition. When I first began researching, I assumed that the staircase was replaced
when Carrie E. Smith made all of the changes in 1910, but upon further inspection, I realized that the
stairs are in fact original, and probably have not been moved.
There is just enough headroom at the landing
for a person of early 1800s stature to stand up
and make the turn to either side before hitting
the slope of the old roofline. The stairs are full
of the same square nails that I have dated to
the beginning, the bannister style is similar to
the graceful simplicity of the late Federal/early
Greek revival period, and the innermost layer
of paint on the stairs is chalky and white,
resembling the handmade milk paint that was
customarily used at the time.

(Above right, entryway stairs. Above, close-up of stairway paint layers.)
It is a shame that so much about Potter House has changed over the years, but so many souls
have lived here that in order to shelter them all it has adopted a malleable permanence. I appreciate
that. I also appreciate its modern warmth and indoor plumbing.

The People…

In the beginning, there were Hiram Cushman & Lucy Barnard Cushman, a married couple
who built the house in 1828. Hiram was a shoemaker, like his father, George W. Cushman. They had
two children, Charles in 1831 and Julia in 1835, both born (I'm assuming) in Potter House. Hiram was
a member of the Harrison Lodge and a Colonel in the Maine Militia. Little else is known about
Hiram & Lucy, except that they moved to Worcester, MA in the late 1840s and opened a shoe store.
Hiram lived there until he died at age 80.
After 20 years in Potter House, Hiram and Lucy sold it to Charles C. Paine, who quickly
turned around and sold it to John and Sophronia Hilton, a young couple just beginning their lives
together. John was a carpenter, and his wife Sophronia was the daughter of Samuel Andrews, an
astute businessman and the original owner of the land that Potter House sits on. John and Sophronia
made Potter House their homestead for only two years. Their exodus began when a farm with ties to
John's family unexpectedly became available for purchase on the Ridge in Bridgton, so they decided
to buy it and go back to their roots.
When the Hiltons left for their dream farm, they sold Potter House in 1852 to Roxana Gibbs.
She was a widow with three children, one of whom was Calvin Gibbs, who had left home to seek
fortune in Ogdensburg, New York previous to Roxana's purchase. Before moving in, she had been
living with her sister, Eliza, in the large Dixey Stone house amidst the well-to-do folks on South High
Street in Bridgton. Roxana's late husband, Uriah, was the brother of famed businessman Rufus Gibbs
of Bridgton. Uriah met an untimely death in Raymond, Maine at the age of 37. Roxana herself was
the granddaughter of an 18th century settler of Bridgton, Asa Kimball, who built a 300-foot long
ropewalk on the Ridge.
Roxana's two children remaining in Maine were her daughters Lavinia and Lauretta, who
were adults when they settled into their new home. Her older daughter, Lavinia, was born in 1825
and named after Roxana's younger sister who died suddenly at the age of 17 just before Lavinia was
born. Lavinia (the 2nd) was an artist who taught drawing and painting at Bridgton Academy from
1856 to 1867. During that time, she was struck with a sickness that left her "deaf and dumb",
according to the 1860 U.S. Census. She died the day after Christmas in 1871 at the age of 51.

(A page from the 1867 Bridgton Academy catalog, listing Lavinia as teacher of drawing and
painting.)

Lauretta was a teacher as well at Bridgton Academy, at least in 1872, when she was a versatile
educator of all subjects. Before that, she had success away from home as a student of multiple
academies, an interim high school principal, and an author of high caliber according to the Albany
Female Academy's 1889 Alumnae Review. In 1879, Roxana and Lauretta received news that Calvin,
who had been living in Ogdensburg, had died of heart disease at the age of 49. Tragically, Lauretta
died soon after from tuberculosis at the age of 51. Roxana spent some time in Ogdensburg with her
son's family, but soon returned and lived the rest of her years alone here in Potter House until she
died in 1883 at the age of 82.

(Excerpt from an alumni catalog of Lauretta's alma mater, The Albany Female Academy.)

Since Roxana had no remaining children, her estate went to two groups of distant relatives
who organized themselves and sold Potter House to local farmer and real estate investor James Webb
via two deeds in 1885. He briefly rented out the house until 1888, when he sold it to Elbridge Potter

in a real estate deal involving Potter's recently deceased father's farm (which is the same farmhouse
that Hiram built his house above, in an interesting turn of events.). I believe that Elbridge Potter was
looking to downsize from a 30 acre farmstead to a more manageable homestead across the road, and
that he was left with a considerable surplus of funds after that transaction that he used for
improvements on his new home, such as a new stable, decorative verge-board, elaborate fencing, etc.,
as we can see in the photo below taken in 1890.

An important side note to this writing is how I went about some of my research. The Bridgton
News has archived all of their editions online back to 1870. When searching these articles, I
prioritized mentions of the house itself, directly, as evidence of its continued existence as a structure.
Deeds, although valuable, are unreliable sources for any type of description of the actual buildings
that existed on the land the deed describes. As you can see in the following news snippet from 1889,
the house is mentioned directly (including naming a boarder, Mr. Waldron, who stayed in the house
briefly while Webb was the owner):

Do not be confused by the use of "Potter House" in this news article. That name is referring to
the large farmhouse across the street that was owned by Capt. John F. Potter for many years, and that
Elbridge inherited and sold to James Webb. Our "Potter House" is referred to as the "Widow Gibbs'
house" because of the long 30 year tenure she spent there.
Elbridge and his wife Mary had one living child named Frank. He grew up to become a
reverend living in Eliot, Maine with his wife and children. Elbridge and Mary lived alone in Potter
House, except for when Mary's sister, Mrs. Elvira Newbegin, came for an extended visit of 6 years,
ending in her death of "consumption" in 1899. There is evidence of ill health in Elbridge as well; as
the years went by, he and his wife would increasingly close their home for the winter and go spend it
with Frank and his family in Eliot. In the end, Elbridge tragically passed away of a self-inflicted
injury, of which sickness and pain could have been a catalyst.

Upon Elbridge's death, his son Frank
became executor of the estate, who
immediately deeded Potter House over to his
mother, Elbridge's widow Mary. Mary soon
after sold the land and homestead to Edith
Henson, one-half of a couple from Boston who
had made a habit of summering in North
Bridgton via the old Songo Hotel, which is now
the Wyonegonic faculty housing building for
Bridgton Academy. During their short stint as
owners of Potter House, the large house that
used to stand on Nancy Holden's land next
door burned down in a tumultuous blaze.
That house was known as the Samuel C. Smith
house, and Samuel Ring was the owner at the
time of the fire. Strenuous effort was made in
order to save the Hensen's house from burning
down as well.

(Below is a close-up of a vintage postcard in which the Samuel C. Smith house is in the foreground,
and Potter House is hidden just beyond by the trees as we look north up the street.)

After the fire that destroyed their neighbor's house, the Hensens purchased the ruins and the
land, turning it into a sloping lawn extension of their current property. They soon grew tired of
summering in North Bridgton and sold it all in 1910 to Carrie E. Smith, someone with origins from
outside of Maine as well.
Carrie E. Smith's tenure as the owner of Potter House certainly had the most impact
physically. She had any barns or stables torn down from the back of the house and in their place put
the large two-story addition as we see it today. She also added the turret and front porch to the
character of the building. Her intentions were to turn Potter House into a sanitarium for people with
nervous disorders. That never came to fruition, however. Instead, Miss Smith rented out the
building to boarders until she sold it in 1919. Another interesting note; Miss Smith was also the
owner of the lot that was sold to the Library Association on which the North Bridgton Library
building now stands.

When Miss Smith decided not to continue as owner, she sold Potter House to the Drake family
of Providence, Rhode Island, another set of folks with an affinity for summering in Maine. Eugene,
Pauline, and their daughter Helen spent their summers here in Potter House for over 20 years. The
neighborhood knew Mrs. Drake for her gardening and the grounds of Potter House were always
beautifully landscaped during that time. During their ownership, they purchased the brick Cushman
house around the corner for their daughter Helen after she got married. When Mr. & Mrs. Drake
passed away, both houses were left to their daughter Helen, who soon sold them in a group deal to
Bridgton Academy in 1942.

That concludes Potter House's story as a private building. Since 1942, it has dutifully served as
a dormitory and faculty home for Bridgton Academy, a venerable institution that has been educating
students since 1808. The details of its tenure for BA are plentiful and would serve nicely as the
subject of another paper on another day, but I will end my research here.
Thank you!

Resources and Acknowledgments

1) The Bridgton Historical Society was an incredibly valuable resource for me during my research. Their
museum was a joy to visit on Gibbs Rd. off Main St. in Bridgton. Their published tome, "Bridgton, Maine
1768-1994: An Updated Bicentennial History" was rich with clues for my puzzle. The most consulted and
most useful of their contributions was the Bridgton News Digital Archive that they have meticulously
scanned and is available online at http://bridgton.advantage-preservation.com/ back to the 1870s.
2) The Bridgton Academy Archive and The Spratt-Mead Museum were productive resources as well. Thank
you Jessica and Michelle for helping me gain access and for your patience and interest in my project. Many of
the photos I used came from Bridgton Academy's collections.
3) The Cumberland County Registry of Deeds online is where I found all of the deeds included in my research.
You can access it at i2a.uslandrecords.com, just be sure you have your pop-up blocker disabled.
4) I am fortunate to have Nancy Holden as a neighbor. She has been a joy to talk to and has honored me by
taking an interest in my research. She has also been generous in lending me a copy of the Bridgton Historical
Society's book, as well as a short published book of anecdotal stories written by Guy Monk called "The Story
of North Bridgton, Maine".
5) I would also like to thank Tom and Faye Austin for letting me visit their home for my research. I found
fantastic clues there, including their fireplace design and the historic saw-marks and boards in their basement
that are akin to Potter House's.
6) http://npshistory.com/publications/nail-chronology.pdf is where I found my information on old nails.
7) www.familysearch.org is where I found my information on death records, birth records, and U.S. Census
records.
8) www.findagrave.com is where I found information on graves I could not visit. The Ridge Cemetery on
Chadbourne Hill Rd. and the North Bridgton Cemetery on Kimball Rd. were ones that I did visit in person.
The Ridge Cemetery includes the graves of six people who have lived in Potter House over the years.
9) www.wikipedia.org was where I found general information on many subjects, including architectural styles.
10) I consulted an online book in Google Books called, "Historical Sketch of the Albany Female Academy:
Sketches of the Alumnae" by the Albany Female Academy, written in 1884.
11) Two other Google Books I consulted were "Americans and Their Forests: A Historical Geography" by Michael
Williams, and "Field Guide to New England Barns and Farm Buildings" by Thomas Durant Visser. They
were very informative on the history of sawmill technology.

This House Has Been Around A Long Time But…

Someday these walls will crumble like a cookie.
The paint will peel off in gooey strips that will hang low to fill up the empty space.
The floors will buckle, making walking a dangerous game.
After two centuries of success the roof will fail,
Sagging down lower and lower,
Until it gives into death,
And lets the
Water
Pour
In.

But
It's just
An abstraction
After all, a conglomeration
Of trees, sliced down from their
Natural state and rearranged as a human brain saw fit……………………………but what about the memories?

Poem by Shannon Gray

