
                                 

491 West Street 
Pittsfield ,MA  

C. 1891



The residence at 491 West Street was built in 1891 for John Jordan. Divided into a multi-family 
home soon after, it was intimately connected to the nearby Onota Farm estate, housing its 
employees for several decades.


Pre-History 

In the early 1800s, West Street was more thickly settled than it would be later in that century. 
This road had served as the principal route to New York, and some of its homes still date to the 
17th century. By few decades later, West Part had it own church, store, school and cemetery. 
With the coming of the railroad and the gradual shift of employment patterns to the mills, this 
part of Pittsfield declined in population (except for a heavily populated town Poor Farm 
established at the site of modern day Berkshire Community College) and had been 
consolidated into several larger farmed properties.


By the 1850s, the land on which the residence is situated would have been part of the property 
of George Nixon Briggs, 19th governor of Massachusetts. George ultimately died from an 
accidental gunshot wound at his home (407-409 West Street) in  


Though assessors records list a generic date of 1880, deed records indicate that in August, 
1891 the parcel was sold as an empty lot to J.B. Jordan by Silas Briggs.


J.B. Jordan House first shown on 1893 Map



Jordan Farm 

In 1892, the city directory first lists John B. Jordan at what was then 469 West Street (West 
street was re-numerated c. 1905, and this address would become 491 West). Prior to this he is 
listed further up West Street, near the town farm/almshouse.


A small-operation dairy farmer and milkman, John B. Jordan was born in Belfort, France in 
1854 to parents who Francois and Victoria Jordan. He came to the U.S. in 1870, and in 1886, 
he married  Ellen (b. Monterey 1857). They had their first child, Rose, in January 1891, eight 
months before they purchased the land from Briggs. A second child, Arthur, followed in May 
1893.


The Jordans were not particularly active family socially in 
Pittsfield, but we do know they interacted with one fairly 
significant historical figure, Dr. Immanuel Pfeiffer who was in 
the Berkshires for a time in the late 1890s Pfeiffer was a well-
known and controversial “miracle cure” doctor who would 
later become the central figure in the Boston anti-vaccination 
controversy that eventually established the Supreme Court’s 
decision of Jacobson v Massachusetts. According to 
published advertising testimonials, in 1898, John B. Jordan 
sought treatment from Pfeiffer at offices he was keeping on 
England Brothers. He stated that Pfeiffer had treated both his 
own alcoholism, and son Arthur’s tonsil issues, with very 
positive results.


It’s likely that Jordan owned a small number of cows, based 
on the outbuildings previously on the property and his milk 
peddling business. Dairy cows were also kept by surrounding 
property owners like Silas Briggs, Freeman Jordan (a possible 
relative), and even Judge John Crosby, whose estate had a herd of five.


Jordan was struggling to pay for the house as early as 1902, and by December 1904, it has 
been taken and sold at auction to Frank Russell, a local official and real estate speculator. 
Russell quickly resells the property to Gertrude Watson. John Jordan and his family continue to 
live on in part of the house as tenants until 1906, when the The Jordan family moves to West 
Stockbridge, where Ellen dies in 1914, after which John moved to Worcester, where he died in 
1941. 


Gertrude Watson, a major philanthropist and arts patron, came to own vast tracts of West 
Pittsfield. In addition to the Onota Farm she shared with Florence Learned on the other side of 
West Street (516- 534 West), Watson bought the 1790s Joshua Robbins farm on Churchill 
Street, with another 500 acres in that vicinity. She was famous for boarding artists and 
musicians from around the world on her various properties, holding celebrated salons.


Watson never occupied the house at 491 West Street, instead renting it to tenants over the 
next couple of decades, particularly her employees. Multiple listings in city directories of the 
time indicate the building had been divided as separate rental rooms or units in some fashion.


Lucius Allen, an employee of Onota Farm’s co-owner, Florence Learned, lives there from 1906 
through 1908, joined in 1907 by John O’Keefe, an employee of Dr Frederick Coolidge, who had 
recently built the mansion at 472 West St (later Berkshire Children & Families). 




They are followed by the McDonald family - Margaret, widow of 
Jeremiah McDonald, and three of her four sons- Patrick, 
Edward, and Jeremiah Jr. Patrick worked at Pecks 
Manufacturing, while the latter two worked at the Airedale mill.  
From 1910 to 1913, they share the house with Frederick C. 
Hall, a teamster also employed across the street at Onota 
Farm. He moves to his sister’s house on Copley Terrace, where 
he will later take his own life in 1920.


In 1913, Silvio Dallava moves in to the house. He had been 
living for sometime at Onota Farm, part of the large entourage 
of Italian-American immigrants employed by Miss Watson. He 
worked as her personal chauffeur for nearly 25 years, with a 
side business selling milk. He married Grace Arnold, in Indiana, 
in May 1911, and in August gave birth to their son Arnold. 
Daughter Julia followed in 1917.


According to a 1918 Berkshire Eagle article, Grace was of 
Native American descent. Vital records list her and her parents 
as white, though they hailed from Reserve Township in Parke 
Indiana, a former reservation. The occasion of this mention was 
a small item hailing Arnold as a prodigy. Six at the time, he had 
attended no formal schooling but was considered exceptional 

at reading, arithmetic and general knowledge. Grace worked as a maid in the Watson 
compound of homes, and was involved with the Women’s League of the First Baptist Church, 
which held meetings at 491 West Street on occasion.


Silvio Dallava died at the 491 West Street residence on November 28, 1928, of pneumonia 
resulting from influenza. Grace continued living there with her daughter and son, Arnold leaving 
in 1930 to attend Washington & Lee University in Virginia. Julia, a class officer in high school, 
graduated in 1934. She goes on to become an English teacher. By the end of the decade, the 
Dallavas relocate to Indiana. Arnold eventually moves to New Jersey, where he dies in 1968.  
Julia marries fellow teacher Robert Fraser in 1952, and dies in Florida in 2003.


The upstairs apartment above the Dallavas is listed as unoccupied for several years, during 
which time it may have sometimes been used for overflow lodging for the many guests Watson 
brought to the Berkshires for musical festivals and cultural events. In the late 1920s, it became 
the home of another of Watson’s circle, Elsie Becker. She was a German-born dressmaker 
living in Paris when Watson met her, and was so impressed with Becker she convinced her to 
come to America. Watson paid to resettle her in Buffalo, New York. When Becker was badly 
injured in an accident, Gertrude had her relocated to 491 West Street. She lived there rent free, 
and was provided free food from Onota Farm. She lived there until April 1938, when a 
“combination of maladies” brought her to St Luke’s Hospital, where she died at age 89.


Gertrude Watson had also just died at her home across the street, three months earlier. She 
wills large portions of her holdings to her staff and their families, including sizable cash 
bequests to Grace and Julia Dallava. The house at 491 West, however, she conveys to other 
longtime help, Caesar and Rosina Govoni.


Govoni Family 

Caesar Govoni was born in Dosso, Italy in 1888, and came to U.S. in 1906. He married Rosina 
Rossi, daughter of Peter and Elizabeth (Dallava) Rossi, in Pittsfield in 1913. Their daughter Olga 

Gertrude Watson owned 491 
West St for over 30 years



is born in 1914, followed by son Caesar in 1919. For many years 
they all lived at one of the houses at Onota Farm, where Rosina 
worked for Mrs Watson as a cook. Caesar Govoni worked as a tool 
maker for J & B Manufacturing, then for General Electric from 1920 
to 1953.  He also did side jobs for the Watson estate. They were 
communicants of Mount Carmel Church.


Their children were out of high school but still living with their 
parents when they moved across the street to 491 West Street in 
late 1938. In 1941, Caesar Govoni Jr weds Jeanne Harper. He 
served during World War II soon after, and is sent to mechanics 
training in Mississippi, where he attains the rank of Sergeant. 


Rosina Govoni had been in and out of the hospital for operations in 
1972. In April 1973, she celebrated her 60th anniversary, and the 
wedding of granddaughter Jean Govoni in late September. She 
died at Springside Nursing Home in early December.  Her husband 
dies in the same location three years 
later, in November 1976.


The house passed to their children. 
Son Caesar Carlo had long since bought a house on Church 
Street in Lenox Dale, where he ran a small engine repair business 
out of the garage. He and Jean had three daughters- Marilyn 
(Herrman), Rosemary (Casey), and Jean (Hughes) a son, Richard, 
and eight grandchildren (one of them a future Pittsfield mayor, 
Linda Tyer). He passed away in May 1991.


Olga continued to live at the family home. She had worked her 
way up to Assistant Credit Manager over 12 years at England 
Brothers, went on to work for the Credit Bureau of Pittsfield, then 
General Linen Supply. She finished her career with ten years as 
receptionist to Petricca Industries, whose founder had by then 
acquired the former Onota Farm property where she had grown 
up.


In December 2003, Olga and Jean (Harper) Govoni conveyed the 
property to Richard Wilbur and Brenda Wilbur of Dalton, Mass. 
Building records indicate a permit was issued simultaneously that month to completely gut, re-
roof and side the house.


Following the renovations, Wilbur placed the house on the market again in 2004. In July 2005, 
it was purchased by Joseph and Mary Louise Trzcinka, the present owners.


Additional Property Information 

Early mapping indicates multiple outbuildings on the property that are no longer extant. 
Though the scale and placement vary, and are not always accurate on these early maps, traces 
of their footprint can be seen around the land to the rear of the dwelling correspond more or 
less to those seen in turn of the century depictions.


Olga Govoni, Pittsfield 
High Yearbook, 1932



Above: 1899. Below: 1904. 



An additional structure appears to have 
once been present on the northwest of 
the property, either from Jordan’s tenure 
or erected during its time as an extension 
of Onota Farm. At no time in the 20th 
century was another occupied residential 
dwelling listed at this location, indicating 
it must have been a barn, garage or other 
outbuilding.


T h e c o n fi g u r a t i o n o f b u i l d i n g s 
surrounding this property has also 
changed substantially since the time of 
the Jordan family. Multiple houses on the 
Freeman Jordan property burned down 
in the early 10th century, and most of the 
Onota Farm of Miss Watson across the 
street, along with the adjacent John 
Crosby home were demolished in the late 
1950s. Another early 20th century home 
neighboring it at 481 West Street, 

originally belonging to Anson Griffen, was 
demolished in 2017.




A large pit in the northwest corner of the 
property, lined in hewn stone and leading to 
a underground pipe, appears to have been 
created in response to drainage issues. It 
has lost its grate and been re-covered by 
the current owner. 


Stormwater runoff issues have impacted  
surrounding properties since at least the time of 
the Judge Crosby estate, and rose to a tempest of 
complaints from property owners after the 
construction of the school. 


Sources:


Berkshire Registry of Deeds

Maps & Atlases: 1858; 1876; 1893; 1899; 1904
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U.S. Census: 1880-1950

Pittsfield City Directories- 1890- 1970
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Drain added on Crosby property in 1963



























