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Town/City:  Pittsfield, Massachusetts

Place: (neighborhood/village): South Pittsfield

Address: 80 Colt Road

Historic Name: “The Gamwell House”

Uses: Present: Residential

Original:   Residential                        

Date of Construction:  1916

Exterior Walls:  Frame

Building Area: 3375 Square Feet

Stories: 2.5

Rooms: 9
Acres: 0.686

Chronology of Ownership

1916- Marjorie & Irvin Thompson purchase lot 
from Colt family

1919- Thompson sells to Richard  & Jane Gamwell
1919- Gamwells purchase & add 2nd parcel 

1955- Jane Gamwell sells to James & Helen Donna

1980- Helen Donna sells to Susan Francese

1995- John & Geraldine Baran purchase from 
Susan Francese

1997- Barans sell to Eric & Julie Van Der Valk

1999- Eric Van Der Valk sells to Lenore & Jack 
Rubin

2016- David & McKenzie Greer purchase from 
Rubins

80 Colt Road

Locus Map



HISTORICAL NARRATIVE

         Pre-History

In the late 19th century, all of what is now Colt Road
was  part  of  the estate  of  Henry D.  Colt  (1812-1888),
whose family had been prominent in local affairs since
Pittsfield's  settlement.  Little  had  existed  in  this  area
previously,  save  for  the  Berkshire  Medical  College,
built  in  1822  (approximately  where  the  Veterans
Monument  is  located  today).  Henry  and  his  wife
Elizabeth Goldthwaite Colt lived most of their lives at
their South Street home (1 Colt Rd, demolished in the
late 60s),  with their  land sprawling out to  the south,
east,  and  north  to  nearly  Broad  Street.  Municipal
fireworks shows were put on here, between what's now
Colt Road and the north side of Crofut Street, prior to

the buildup of the neighborhood in the early 20th century. Throughout this period, the entire parcel that
would now be 80 Colt Road is depicted on maps as open land, without any structures or lanes present.

Henry Colt Estate- 1893

Colt Road's land area can be seen to the far right, at the edge of an 1899 panoramic map



Henry Colt died in 1888, and Elizabeth in 1890, at which time the property passed to their son Dr. Henry
Colt and Fanny Colt.

Est. 1916

The  house  at  80  Colt  was  originally  built  for  Irvin  P.  Thomas  and  his  wife
Marjorie  (Taylor).  Born 1882 in  Center  Furnace,  Pennsylvania,  Irvin  came to
Pittsfield  in  1904,  where  he  began  work  for  the  William  Stanley  Electric
Company. Irvin moved up in the business as it transformed to General Electric,
and in a few years was the assistant manager of the rapidly growing operation.  

Its likely he met Marjorie (1889-1981), who hailed from Montclair, New Jersey,
when she was  in  Pittsfield  in  May 1914 to  be in  the bridal  party  for  a  local
friend's  wedding,  in which Irvin was an usher.  They got engaged in October
1915. Two months later, Marjorie acquired from Fanny and Henry Colt a lot on
the promising new street, measuring 70' frontage on Colt Rd, and 75' deep [Deed
Parcel I]. 

In 1918, Irvin saw service in Europe as a Captain of ordinance in
WWI.   Not  long  after  his  discharge  in  1919,  Thompson  left
Pittsfield to take a position as circulation manager of the Iron Age
of New York, and made they their home in Marjorie's hometown
of Montclair for several  years.   They would return to Pittsfield,
where Irvin would serve as director of the YMCA and the local
organization  Community  Chest,  and  the  couple  would  live  out
most of the rest of their lives on Kenilworth Street.  Irvin died on
Sep. 20, 1957; Marjorie on the same day in 1981.

The  house  and  lot  were  sold  to  Richard  and  Jane  Gamwell  in
March 1919 for $13,500. In April, the Gamwells also acquired an

adjacent lot from the Colt descendants (Deed Parcel II). The Gamwells would
become the longest residents of 80 Colt Rd.  

Born to a local  family exceedingly prominent in the 19th century (a  nearby
street is named after his grandfather Lorenzo) Richard Holland Gamwell (1878-
1955)  attended  Cornell  before  starting  in  1907  with  the  Robbins-Gamwell
Company, a family-owned plumbing wholesale business he would later helm as
president. In 1904 he'd married Jane Ogilvie (1878-1971) of Wisconsin, who
moved with her mother, Susan Irish Bates, following her 1890s divorce from
Jane's  father,  a  Canadian  named  Robert  Ogilvie.  In  1906  their  only  child,
Elizabeth,  was  born.  In  1914,  Richard  had  inherited  his  father's  estate  of
$124,000, including controlling interest in Robbins-Gamwell, and the longtime
Gamwell  home  of  his  grandfather  on  Center  Street,  which  he  sold  shortly
before purchasing the Colt Road house. 

In their early years at 80 Colt, the Gamwells had two household servants living



on  the  premises-  Mary  Creelan  (1866-1948)  and  Catherine  Brennan  (c.1893-?),  both  recent  Irish
immigrants. Later, they employed and boarded Anna Owens, an older widow from South Carolina, as their
maid.

In addition to president of his own company, Richard soon became president of
Pittfield Cooperative Bank. He served on the board of Berkshire Life,  Western
Mass.  Electric  Company,  the  Board  of  Water  Commissioners  (during  the
construction of the Cleveland Reservoir), and was active in First Congregational
Church.  Jane  was  also  heavily  involved  in  local  social  and  charitable
organizations, but held a particular passion for the Berkshire branch of the New
England Home for Little Wanderers. At the time she was elected President of its
board  of  directors  in  1938,  the  chapter  was  primarily  caring  for  124  local
children, and providing services for others. Her will left considerable funds for
the  organization,  which  was  later  absorbed  into  other  local  social  welfare
agencies.

After  graduating  from  Pittsfield  High  School,  Elizabeth  Gamwell  attended
Simmons College, and then worked as a social worker in New York in the late
1920s and early '30s, before returning to Pittsfield. She served as a president of
the Berkshire Junior League and chaired BMC's Women's Auxiliary, as well as
being a trustee and treasurer of the Athenaeum. She and her husband, Dr. Theodore Jones, left Pittsfield for
Cape Cod in 1967.

Richard Gamwell passed away at their Colt Road residence on the morning of May 23, 1955.  After his
death, a Berkshire Eagle editorial said that while “little known” outside local financial circles, “there were
few important decisions pertaining to the industrial,  mercantile,  residential,  cultural and civic future of
Pittsfield he did not have a large share in deciding.” Among many other achievements, the Eagle editors said
the doors of the Berkshire Museum “remain widely open because of his dedication and financial acumen.”
His “brilliant” stewardship of the National War Fund locally was also credited with Pittsfield being able to

finance a temporary shelter for children displaced by the war crisis.  

Jane placed the house up for sale that summer, and it was acquired by James
and Helen Donna in November.  

Helen Louise (Pagerey) was born in Pittsfield to Louis  and Louise Pagerey.
She graduated Pittsfield High and the former Berkshire Business School, and
was employed with the law office of Warner, Carolan & Lewis in the 1930s.
Helen played the clarinet, and in her younger years was a soloist in many local
musical performances.  In 1941, she married attorney James F. Donna, in a
May 1941 ceremony at  Notre  Dame Church.  Over  the next  three  decades,
Helen would work managing James' law office, a family firm founded by his
father in the earl 1920s, which he assumed leadership on the elder Donna's
death in 1954. The marriage produced 3 children: Jean, June, and James.

Not  unlike  Richard  Gamwell,  Attorney  Donna  was  described  by  the  local
newspaper as “a quiet, soft-spoken man who eschewed the limelight.” 



In the winter of '66-67, James' health began to fail; in June he died at St. Luke's Hospital, at age 54.  Helen
lived on there,  seeing  the  three  children on through college.  In  1980,  Helen  sold  the house  to  Susan
Francese, and move to a home on East Housatonic Street, where she died thirteen years later. 

Susan Francese (maiden: Danielson) and her husband Paul were contractors and
developers;  each  owned  their  own  construction  company  (Susan's  company,
Cardan Construction,  was the first  female-helmed construction company in the
area).  

Francese was a powerhouse in community affairs.  A few years after marrying Paul
and  moving  to  the  Berkshires  from  Connecticut,   Susan  chaired  Pittsfield's
Bicentennial Commission, a massive undertaking. She served in positions on the
boards of Berkshire Health Systems,  the League of Women Voters, United Way,
Pittsfield  Girls  Club,  Junior  League,  the  Berkshire  Museum,  and  numerous
committees  of  her  church,  Zion  Lutheran.  In  1996  she  was  appointed  by  the
governor to the Board of Trustees of North Adams State College, then helmed it as

chair through its transition to Massachusetts College of Liberal Arts. 

Paul Francese, a communicant of Mt Carmel Church, served several community roles
as well, with the board of Central Berkshire Chamber of Commerce, the Lee Visiting
Nurses  Association,  and  the  Hinsdale  Lake  Management  Committee.  His  general
contracting firm, Joseph Francese Inc, was involved in many local building projects
between 1963 and 1994. The following year, they purchased a new home in Hinsdale,
and placed the Colt Road house on the market.

John & Geraldine Baran of Cheshire purchased the
Colt  Road  home  from  the  Francese  family  in
December  1995  for  $260,000,  but  were  brief
owners.  13  months  after  purchasing,  the  deed  was  transferred  for
$267,500 to Eric & Julie (Milbrodt) Van Der Walk.

The Van Der Walks left little impression on local records, other than
paying their  property  taxes.  The marriage ended soon after;  within 2
years, Eric bought Julie out and placed the house on the market. Julie
Mildbrodt, later Julie Johnson, is listed as living in California today; Eric
Van Der Walk now resides in New Jersey.

New  owners  Jack  and  Lenore  Rubin  moved  in  to  the  house  in  the
summer of 1999.  Jack was a retired dentist from New Jersey, Lenore a
former  professor  at  Northwestern  University  in  Chicago.  The  couple
were avid enthusiasts of the cultural revitalization blooming in Pittsfield,
and were frequent donors to the arts. Lenore painted watercolors which

she  exhibited  locally;  Jack  was  a  wine  connoisseur  who  occasionally  lectured  on  the  subject  at  the
Athenaeum. As a board member for Downtown Inc and Berkshire Institute of Lifelong Learning, he was
responsible for developing the downtown coupon books that were highly popular in the early 2000s.

1995 Advertisement



In 2006, Jack got the idea for magnetic photo frames for refrigerators. He incorporated Fridgepix at 80 Colt
Road and worked with local manufacturer Cavallero Plastics to create the product. These were sold at local
retailers like Carr Hardware, but don't appear to have ever achieved wider/national distribution.

In 2016, the Rubins sold the house to David and McKenzie Greer, the present owners.  

Structural Notes

80 Colt Road was built with its main entry facing west away from the street without a readily apparent
reason. A considerable effort was made to try and identify a potential motive for the front door placement.  

Unlike  many  of  the  surrounding  streets,  this
comparatively  newer  street  has  not  changed
significantly  in  its  placement.  The  possibility  that  it
could have face an earlier carriage road or right of way
was considered, but investigation of this piece of land
on maps  from a  variety  of  points  between  1856  and
today show no sign of any such pathway ever existing.

Similarly, no sign of any other structures at the site that
would necessarily explain the configuration. It's possible
that its original owner (Thompson) simply had aesthetic
preferences for  wanting a westward facing entry,  or a
desire to be distinct from the other homes recently built
along the street.  Early owners may have elected to park
and access from this side; a connected garage structure
did not exist until the late 20th century (post- 1956).
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