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21.5 Melville Street	 Historical Narrative

The residence formerly located at 21.5 Melville Street (previously 21 Melville) in Pittsfield was 
first built in the early 1870s as a rental tenement on the property of Levi Childs. A century later 
it was turned into a two-family house, and subsequently razed as part of the Capitol Theatre 
urban renewal project in 1992. In the 120 years prior to its demolition it served as a rental 
property, an owner-occupied residence, a brothel, and a Salvation Army meeting hall. 

———


Levi Childs was born in Becket in 1798, to Isaac and Mary [Stanton] Childs. In 1820 he married 
Eliza Root, the daughter of Captain James Root, one of Pittsfield’s first European settlers. They 
would eventually become Pittsfield’s oldest married couple, and in the 1880s were both among 
the few who could recall being at Pittsfield’s famous 1811 agricultural fair. Levi Childs kept a 
farm in west Pittsfield for many years. He owned land on Melville Street as early as the 1850s.


Levi and Eliza had at 5 children who survived them- James, Charles, Juliet (aka Nancy), Mary, 
and Delia. A daughter Clarinda died of typhoid in 1867, at age 33.


 
The little house on the northeast of his property (21 Melville), which Childs refers to in his will as 
“the Brown house,” appears to have been built sometime in the late 1860s, and appears 
definitely by the point of the 1876 atlas of Berkshire County. 


The “Brown house” seems to initially have been a rental property for Levi, who built his own 
home at 3 Melville, following his retirement from farming. His daughter Mary and her husband 
John Merrill lived at 17 Melville. 


Beers Atlas of Berkshire County, 1876
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Levi died the oldest man in Pittsfield in 1889. 
His will leaves the house at 21 Melville to his 
daughter Juliet (Nancy), who had been living on 
North Street since the death of her husband 
Daniel Chapman in 1871. Daniel, born in 1818, 
had been a Deputy under Sheriff Graham Root. 
Her two sons had grown, one a lawyer in 
Boston.


“They were among the best known and highly 
respected people of their time,” the Berkshire 
Evening Eagle  said of Mr and Mrs Chapman in 
1894.


Eliza Childs also passed away at their Melville 
Street home, six months later in 1890. Their 
daughters, Mrs Merrill and Mrs Chapman 
continued to live on Melville Street for many 
years, and were both considered quite wealthy. 
With her inheritance, Juliette Chapman’s worth 
at that time was about $80,000, equivalent to 
2.4 million in today’s dollars. This makes the 
saga that unfolded in her home a few years 
after her parents death even more curious.


On the evening of Saturday, November 23, Police Chief 
William White, along with Mayor Allen Bagg and a Sergeant 
Flynn and Officer Keegan, called at the door about 7:30PM. 
The place had been under police surveillance for over a 
month, in response to complaints and rumors from 
neighbors, with four officers engaged in observing and 
taking names of all visitors.


From an upstairs bedroom, the officers rousted 48 year old 
Jerome Tompkins in a compromising position with a young 
woman named May. They charged her with fornication and 
Tompkins- who had a wife on south Church Street with a 
newborn infant- with adultery. Mrs Chapman was charged 
with “keeping a disorderly house,” (i.e., brothel), and 
another woman present with “being a disorderly person.”


Chief White later told the Eagle the conditions inside were 
“indescribable,” and spoke “an accumulation of filth that 
was disgusting to look upon.


The raiding party remained until about midnight, answering 
the door repeatedly as men came calling, and stammered a 
prompt retreat when the door opened. A large crowd up to 
300 people are said to have gathered outside on the street 
as word spread. The quartet was arraigned and released 
that Monday- Tompkins was fined $300, Mrs Chapman 
$100, and the others released on probation.
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While such raids were not uncommon in Pittsfield at the time, Juliette Chapman’s age (84), 
wealth, and sterling family background made it shocking for local residents. No further 
explanation came, and the incident was not discussed in print again. Her obituary in the paper 
a little over a year later, though, is anemic compared to other residents of comparable wealth, 
suggesting her social status never recovered.


Juliette Chapman died at the home on February 16, 1909, and was given a small funeral on the 
premises. Her substantial estate was divided primarily between her two sons, James and 
George, with various bequests to various nieces/nephews, in-laws and cousins. Nothing is 
gifted to any local church or community organization, again unusual for residents of her 
finances.


Two months later, the property was bought by James Mooney. Commercial business was 
expanding rapidly in downtown and onto side streets that had been residential, and Mooney 
was looking to capitalize on this when he purchased, announcing plans to build a new small 
block on the Melville side of the property. His plan did not come to fruition, and soon after the 
Salvation Army purchased the property, using it for headquarter space and housing for their 
commanding officer. Initially, the organization had planned to raze the house and build a large 
new building on the site. This plan also stalled, and in 1917 the SA purchased an alternate 
property on West Street and moved its focus there, though it did not sell off the former 
Chapman house until 1925.


It was new owner Peter Selkowitz who developed the storefront and tenement structure that 
Mooney had hoped to build, completed in 1926 at a cost of about $10,000. 


Early business tenants of the new structure included the Escher Music Shop, the Arthur Variety 
Store, Melville Electric, Copeland Refrigeration. Meanwhile the former Chapman house was 
rented by James Stanhope, chef and proprietor of Stanhope’s Dining Room on 4th Street, and 
his wife Mary.


Owner Peter Selkowitz was a very significant businessman 
in early 20th century Pittsfield. Born in Prague in 1885, 
Peter came to the U.S. when he was 19. At 23, he started a 
bakery off Pecks Road at Curtin Avenue, specializing in 
Vienna bread and hard caraway seed breads that proved 
popular. It eventually became known as Rye Bakery which 
still operates in Pittsfield today. He got into real estate and 
banking with a voracious appetite, and by the time he built 
the building at 21 Melville it was already part of a fairly 
sprawl of real estate holdings.


A couple of years later, Selkowitz lost most of his fortune in 
the stock market crash of 1929. Many of his properties were 
foreclosed on, including 21 Melville Street, which Berkshire 
Trust Company took in April 1933.


Selkowitz is said to have undergone a reevaluation of his 
life. He went on to continued success in business after the 
depression, but on a much more modest scale. He died at 
his home on Seymour Street in 1951.


In 1941, Gareth and Esther Somerville bought the property 
from Berkshire Trust Company.  Sam Novick purchased the 
property from them soon after, in 1945. He kept the front 
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building, where he had his tailor shop for a number of years. Dividing the property, he sold the 
house behind it to Stanley and Jennie Wilkes in the fall of 1949. From this time, 21 and 21.5 
Melville Street became separate parcels. After some renovation, the Wilkes re-sold the house 
six months later, to Francis and Rosella McGee. 


Francis, born in Philadelphia in 1914, grew up in Pittsfield and worked for General Electric as a 
galvanizer for 29 years. 


Rosella McGee had an extensive career, with 25 years at the A.H. Rice Silk Mill, and a number 
of years working at the Elks Lodge and at Price Chopper Supermarkets, from which she finally 
retired as a sample-giver at age 87.


The McGees, who were communicants of Holy Family Church, had four children together, 
James, Joan, Phylis and Carole.


In August 1971, the McGees sold the Melville Street house to Donald Ruffer for a cost of 
$7,500. They moved to Florida in the 1970s, returning in the mid 90s. 


Donald Ruffer- a significant Pittsfield developer who also owned the building at the corner of 
Melville and North at that time- applied in October for permitting to convert the house into a 2 
unit structure, but a month later Ruffer sold it to Donald Tinney & John Panetti, of Don & John’s 
Remodeling Co for $9,000. It may have been they who completed the transition to 2-units, as 
1973 is the first time the address has two separate tenants listed, Anthony Pinheiro and 
Antonia DaSilva in the upstairs.


Just over a year after they bought it, Tinney and Panetti sold the structure to Miceryslaw 
Saniewski in January, 1973, for $13,000. Saniewski, who’d retired from the G.E. transformer 
department the year prior, continued to lived there until his death in 1987.


In 1988, the whole block and its ten 
buildings were eyed as part of a multi-
million dollar urban renewal plan put 
forth by Mayor Anne Wojtkowski. The 
project, which was finally undertaken  
in 1991-1992, demolished the seating 
section of the Capitol theatre, along 
with most of the rest of the buildings 
around it.  This would become 
parking after the remaining portion of 
the Capitol was renovated into a 
senior center.


Two neighboring houses facing North 
Pearl Street, and also dating to the 
mid 1800s, were salvaged and moved 
across the street, to their present locations at 48-58 North Pearl. 


21.5 Melville was taken by the city along with the Capitol, and leveled in December of 1991. 
The parking lot  currently at that site was in place by February 1992
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Urban Renewal Demolition of Melville & North Pearl - December 17, 1991

Current Photo (facing west toward North St)





L. Childs Property- 1858 Map of Berkshire County 






1876 Beers Atlas 






1893 Map of Pittsfield - 21 Melville shown numbered  



1895 Sanborn Fire Insurance Map 



1904 Atlas- Chapman & Merrill homes shown below where the new 
“Melville Building” has been constructed






1905 Sanborn Insurance Map 



 

1936 Sanborn map 



 

1956 Sanborn- 211/2 Melville @ bottom center



 

1990, prior to urban renewal project 



Current- Pittsfield GIS- 2022
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