
 

 

 

Lesson Plan: Comparing Colonial American Homes: The Moffatt-Ladd House (Portsmouth, NH) and the 
Lee Mansion, (Marblehead, MA) 

 

Moffatt-Ladd House and Garden (view from garden) on the left, Lee Mansion on the right 
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A special thanks to the curators, historians, and tour guides at both sites for this professional 
development workshop and that helped provide the information needed to create this lesson plan. 
Teachers who plan to visit these sites will find an outstanding group of professionals that are ready and 
willing to share their knowledge, passion for history, and access to historical resources to ensure the 
lives and lessons from the past endure. 



1) Learning Objectives: 

● Students will use historical inquiry by analyzing architecture and spaces from each home to 
make connections and conclusions about the past. 

● Students will compare two colonial-era homes. It is important that students visit at least one of 
these homes. The Moffatt-Ladd Home is in Portsmouth, NH and the Lee Mansion is in 
Marblehead, MA. Both offer a vivid look at what life was like in the late 18th century in American 
history, from the lives of two prominent merchant families. If site visits to both homes are not 
possible, there are resources on both websites to compare (see “Resources” section of this 
lesson plan). 

● Grades: 9-12 

2) Context: 

● This lesson can be conducted during a unit on Colonial America/American Revolution. For AP US 
History, this would be conducted during the teaching of Period 3, 1754-1800. The purpose of 
this lesson is to encourage the use of architecture as a primary source to analyze how two 
wealthy New England families lived during the mid- to late-1700s. 

● It is important to note to students that information regarding the Lee Mansion and how each 
room was utilized is largely historical conjecture. Many of the sources – especially concerning 
the use of slaves and servants – were lost along the way. The Moffatt-Ladd Home has many 
more of these sources on hand, thus one can piece together a clearer historical picture. Despite 
these missing pieces, students will be asked to explain how they feel each room was utilized and 
why. Questions, such as how servants or slaves were used, what each room says about who may 
have utilized it, and what types of architectural elements are similar and what elements differ, 
will all be an important part of this lesson. 

3) Duration:  

● Three to four days total: One day for students to read the material. One day for a site visit to 
either the Moffat-Ladd Home (Portsmouth, NH) or the Lee Mansion (Marblehead, MA). Add 
another day if the instructor can do both sites.  

● One day should be for in-class time after the visit(s) to discuss their experience with both homes 
and what the architecture of each home says about life for two wealthy merchant families in the 
mid- to late-18th century in two coastal New England towns.  

4) Resources used: 

● loc.gov/teachers (Primary Source Analysis Tool) 
● moffattladd.org  
● marbleheadmuseum.org/properties/lee-mansion/ 

o This site has a series of pictures from the Lee Mansion and an animated history of the 
home: https://vimeo.com/103383514 . If a site visit to the Moffatt-Ladd home in 
Portsmouth is the only possibility, students should be instructed to use this website to 
gather information about the Lee Mansion. 

 

https://vimeo.com/103383514%20


Readings students are responsible for: 

1. Students should read about the history of each home before visiting. For the Moffatt-Ladd 
Home, this is located under the “History and People” tab from 
http://moffattladd.org/historypeople.html. For the Lee Mansion, students can visit the 
Marblehead Museum website: http://www.marbleheadmuseum.org/properties/lee-mansion/ . 
The background reading from the website for Jeremiah Lee, along with an excerpt about 
Marblehead at this time is provided below. Students should take notes in the Pre-Visit Notes 
Worksheet. 

2. Depending on the level of the class, students may also tackle the issue of slavery in New England 
at this time. Students should read the excerpt from Black Portsmouth to help build their 
contextual knowledge before visiting the homes. Further, to gather context about slavery in 
Marblehead, students can read an excerpt from the e-book: History of Essex County, 
Massachusetts: With Biographical Sketches of Many of Its Pioneers and Prominent Men, Vol. 2 
(1888), p. 1078-1084. 
(https://books.google.com/books?id=k98_AQAAMAAJ&pg=PA1079&lpg=PA1079&dq=slavery+in
+marblehead&source=bl&ots=k0oQ3xcFr8&sig=VFO8G7zGDfH5NCBHjIXVPO5sAjc&hl=en&sa=X
&ved=0ahUKEwjzns7hosvXAhVEh1QKHS40AncQ6AEIMzAC#v=onepage&q=slavery%20in%20mar
blehead&f=false). The excerpt from the e-book that mentions Jeremiah Lee is provided below. 

3. Students can fill out additional notes from this reading on the Pre-Visit Notes Worksheet. 

5) Resources from the workshop: 

● Black Portsmouth: Three Centuries of African-American Heritage, Mark J. Sammons and Valerie 
Cunningham (excerpt, highlighting the Moffatt-Ladd House and the NH Petition of Freedom 
(1779)). 

● NH Petition of Freedom, http://www.trinityhistory.org/AmH/SlavesNH1779.pdf 
● Petition for freedom to the Massachusetts Council and the House of Representatives, January 

1777, http://historymatters.gmu.edu/d/6237/. 
● Artifacts from each site. 

6) Structure: 

a. Exercises: 

1. Students should read the background reading from each location’s respective website and fill 
out the Pre-Visit Notes Worksheet. 

2. Complete and discuss the Primary Source Analysis Tool worksheet from the Library of 
Congress. 

b. Outcomes: 

1. Students will use their historical analysis skills to examine physical spaces and what conclusions 
can be drawn from their respective visit(s). 

2. Students can share their findings in class discussion and build on each other’s findings to draw 
conclusions about life for wealthy merchant families at this time in American history. 

3. Students can further examine an artifact from each home and use historical analysis to deduce 
the purpose of the artifact. 

http://moffattladd.org/historypeople.html
http://www.marbleheadmuseum.org/properties/lee-mansion/
https://books.google.com/books?id=k98_AQAAMAAJ&pg=PA1079&lpg=PA1079&dq=slavery+in+marblehead&source=bl&ots=k0oQ3xcFr8&sig=VFO8G7zGDfH5NCBHjIXVPO5sAjc&hl=en&sa=X&ved=0ahUKEwjzns7hosvXAhVEh1QKHS40AncQ6AEIMzAC#v=onepage&q=slavery%20in%20marblehead&f=false
https://books.google.com/books?id=k98_AQAAMAAJ&pg=PA1079&lpg=PA1079&dq=slavery+in+marblehead&source=bl&ots=k0oQ3xcFr8&sig=VFO8G7zGDfH5NCBHjIXVPO5sAjc&hl=en&sa=X&ved=0ahUKEwjzns7hosvXAhVEh1QKHS40AncQ6AEIMzAC#v=onepage&q=slavery%20in%20marblehead&f=false
https://books.google.com/books?id=k98_AQAAMAAJ&pg=PA1079&lpg=PA1079&dq=slavery+in+marblehead&source=bl&ots=k0oQ3xcFr8&sig=VFO8G7zGDfH5NCBHjIXVPO5sAjc&hl=en&sa=X&ved=0ahUKEwjzns7hosvXAhVEh1QKHS40AncQ6AEIMzAC#v=onepage&q=slavery%20in%20marblehead&f=false
https://books.google.com/books?id=k98_AQAAMAAJ&pg=PA1079&lpg=PA1079&dq=slavery+in+marblehead&source=bl&ots=k0oQ3xcFr8&sig=VFO8G7zGDfH5NCBHjIXVPO5sAjc&hl=en&sa=X&ved=0ahUKEwjzns7hosvXAhVEh1QKHS40AncQ6AEIMzAC#v=onepage&q=slavery%20in%20marblehead&f=false
http://www.trinityhistory.org/AmH/SlavesNH1779.pdf
http://historymatters.gmu.edu/d/6237/


c. Assessment 

1. Students should submit their findings from each site visit by filling out the Primary Source 
Analysis Tool from the Library of Congress. Instructors can also create their own using the 
template as a guide. 

2. Depending on class size, students may work together with a partner or in a group of 3 or 4. Each 
student should be prepared to report their findings to the class. In a large group one member 
should be designated as the reporter. 

3. For Honors or AP level students, each student should submit: a one- to two-page reflection 
based on the discussion questions below. 

7) Discussion Questions – These questions should be considered to help students fill out their Primary 
Source Analysis Tool and/or to help with their one- to two-page reflection (Honors or AP). 

1. What are your initial observations about the exterior of the home? Where is it located in town? 
Why is this important? 

2. What do you notice about the entryway? 
3. Are there any architectural elements that stick out to you from each room? Explain. 
4. What was the purpose of this room (space)? If it is unknown, what is your best guess? 
5. Who may have used this room the most? Why? 
6. Are there any other features of the home that are unique to you? Why?  
7. Are there any elements from one home that were like the other home you visited? What 

differed? Why do you think there are these similarities and/or differences? 
8. What conclusions can be made about life as a wealthy merchant family at this time? What 

comforts and hardships/challenges did each face? 
9. What role did servants/slaves play at each location? 

8) Learning adjustments 

● For the Honors or AP level, students can also read and discuss the NH Petition of Freedom (1779) 
http://www.trinityhistory.org/AmH/SlavesNH1779.pdf and the Petition for freedom to the 
Massachusetts Council and the House of Representatives (Jan. 1777). 
http://historymatters.gmu.edu/d/6237/ Students should compare each document. What 
reactions might either the Lee’s or the Moffatt’s/Whipple’s have had from each document? 
Discuss. 

● Students can be organized into groups in to help with analyzing each site. Instead of having each 
student do a write-up, students can submit one write-up per group as a modification. Further, 
the instructor might have a student focus on one room, element of a house, or one artifact to 
analyze. All students should be engaged on some level with historical analysis during a site visit. 

 

 

 

 

 

http://www.trinityhistory.org/AmH/SlavesNH1779.pdf
http://historymatters.gmu.edu/d/6237/


Background Reading (Lee Mansion) 

Source: http://www.marbleheadmuseum.org/properties/lee-mansion/who-was-jeremiah-lee/ 

Who was Jeremiah Lee? 

 

A ship owner and merchant, Col. Jeremiah Lee was one of the most affluent men of the English North 
American colonies. His vessels, laden with salted and dried fish, sailed to ports around the Atlantic 
Ocean and returned to Marblehead with wine, fruit, textiles, flour and other commodities. In 1766, at 
age 45, Col. Lee began building the Mansion. Only the best quality woodwork, hand painted wallpaper 
and custom-made furnishings were used in this public statement of Lee’s wealth and importance in the 
community.  Amazingly, most of the architectural elements remain intact. Combined with the desire to 
build his Mansion in the manner of an English gentleman, Jeremiah Lee was also an ardent patriot. 

He was active in town government and served as Colonel of Marblehead’s town militia for 25 years. Lee 
participated in the Massachusetts province’s new congress and was elected leader of a regional political 
body that dealt directly with the military governor appointed by King George II and III Using his trading 
agents in Spain, Lee procured weapons and ammunition which he then smuggled into various locations 
in towns outside of Boston. His involvement in the preparations for armed conflict between England and 
the colonies in April 1775 turned deadly after a meeting with John Hancock, Samuel Adams and fellow 
Marbleheaders, Elbridge Gerry and Azor Orne. The three Marblehead men had settled down for the 
night at the tavern where they had held their meeting.  Disturbed by the British Regulars marching 
toward Lexington, the men left the tavern and hid in a corn field.  Jeremiah Lee became ill with fever 
from the exposure and died three weeks later in Newton at age 54, on May 10, 1775. 



 

By the 1760s, Marblehead was a cosmopolitan shipping center. Many of the town’s merchants 
prospered and built impressive homes but Jeremiah intended his Mansion to be monumental in both 
size and in the quality of the interior. All four facades were faced with wood that was cut to resemble 
stone and grains of sand were blown onto the wet paint to add the appearance and texture of stone. 
The interior was graced with a spacious central hallway and soaring staircase surrounded by rooms 
highlighted with elegantly carved moldings, hand crafted wallpapers and opulent furnishings. The 
grandeur extended to the 2nd floor, up to the more intimate proportions of the 3rd floor and stopped at 
the breathtaking, 360˚ view of Marblehead from the cupola. 

 Col. Jeremiah Lee, his wife Martha & their six children lived here as a family for only 7 years.  Joseph, 
the eldest son, went to Harvard College in 1768 and got married in 1771. Mary, the eldest daughter, 
married wealthy Newburyport merchant Nathaniel Tracy in February 1775 and Col. Lee died only 3 
months later without leaving a will. The war, a business network based primarily on credit and the 
complexities of a new form of government disrupted everything. It took 13 years for the estate to be 
settled.  In 1788, Lee’s estate was declared bankrupt and the assets were liquidated. 

After 1785, title to the Mansion was held by mortgage holders. Following the death of the Lee’s eldest 
son, Martha waived her widow’s rights and title passed to her son-in-law Nathaniel Tracy. Title then 
went to his creditors. In 1804, nearly thirty years after Lee’s death, the Mansion was bought by a bank 
which owned it until 1904, when it ceased operations. The bank made few changes to the building and 
the Marblehead Historical Society purchased the Mansion in 1909.                    

The Lee Family 

Martha Lee died in Newbury in 1791 at age 62, surviving her husband by 16 years. 

The eldest daughter, Mary, married in 1775. 

Her son Joseph served as a Captain in the Marblehead regiment and died at age 37, in 1785. 

The other two sons, Samuel and Jeremiah died prior to 1785. 

One daughter Martha, married in 1785 and another daughter Abigail, died in 1785 after childbirth. 

 



 

-informational placard in front of Lee Mansion. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

History of Essex County, Massachusetts (1888), edited by Duane Hamilton Hurd (excerpt from ebook) 

 

 

 

 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

Name: _____________________________________  Course: ___________________ 
Pre-Visit Notes Worksheet 

Moffatt 

Ladd 



Whipple 

Lee 

Other Notes on Slavery in New England: 

 



 

 

Downloadable worksheet available at http://www.loc.gov/teachers/primary-source-analysis-tool/ 

http://www.loc.gov/teachers/primary-source-analysis-tool/

