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The Definition of Home
TEXT AND IMAGES BY 
W INF IELD ROSS

Jerrilee Cain’s life has been a quest to find what home really is. 
Along the way, she bought an 18th-Century house in pieces stuffed 
into a semi-trailer and turned it into a real home.
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house built in the 1600s.” 
Something clicked inside her. “I 

was captured. I knew that was the 
archetype of home even though I 
had never seen one like it.”

Jerrilee had always lived in the 
Midwest. The town where she went to 
high school had a population of three 
thousand and not a house with a trace 
of New England. She lived in a bunga-
low on her father’s farm. Her mother 
was a teacher, later a principal. 

“I knew nothing about architec-
tural styles or periods,” she said. 

tRAINING HoUsEs
After a revelation, a quest flows 
into its next stage, the journey, an 
exploration that brings the elements 
of the quest together. 

After graduating, Jerrilee took 
her first teaching job in Pueblo, Colo-
rado, while working on her master’s 
degree in social work. She wanted to 
be an art therapist. But her plans—or 
at least the venue—changed when 
she met a man and married him.  

“He was an engineer and took 
a job with General Electric in the 
East, so we moved to Pittsfield, 
Massachusetts,” she said. She might 
as well have gone to heaven. 

“We were surrounded by Geor-
gian houses,” she said. “Up in our 
hills not too many dated to the 17th 
Century, although there were a few 
along the Connecticut River.” 

The homes didn’t just put 
her closer to her dream, they also 
helped her educate herself. “I went 
to house museums. I went to auc-
tions. I studied J. Frederick Kelly’s 
Early Domestic Architecture of 
Connecticut. I read every book I 
could find on early homes in the 
area,” she said. Then in 1968 she 
and her husband bought a house. 

“We bought a center-chimney, 

the three walls of this original 1703 room in Jerrilee Cain’s house are sheathed 
in horizontal beaded and feather-edge boards that were never painted. they were 
uncovered beneath later plaster. the far wall shows white stripes on the boards—the 
result of lime in the plaster that bleached the wood where it oozed between lath 
that had been nailed directly to the sheathing c. 1750-60 when John House III, the 
builder’s son, enlarged and modernized the house. the bed’s antique cover reverses 
to green to match the bed hangings, which were made in the 20th Century of old 
linsey-woolsey. Mr. tibbs, a rescued Maine coon cat, rests on the bed. the door, 
with remnants of blue paint, opens into the front hallway. An antique Kazak rug tops 
a 17th-Century gate-leg table set with 18th-Century English pewter. the bottle is a 
17th-Century reproduction, as is the wing chair.

‘‘I
bought a pig in a poke,” 
said Jerrilee Cain about her 
house—sight unseen, disas-
sembled, packed into a semi-
trailer, and left in a parking 

lot for years. “You can’t unpack a 
house to look at it.” 

She hoped it would be her 
dream house—and more. 

Jerrilee, an author and once 
a college professor/administrator, 
believes that somewhere in the back 
of everyone’s mind is the image, 
the feeling, the definition of home. 
According to one of the theories of 
Carl Jung, itself based on philoso-
phy traceable back to Plato, every-
one holds exactly the same image, 
the archetype of home, in his or her 
mind. And Jerrilee believes this ar-
chetype is a lot like what she found 
in the semi-trailer.

Last spring, after a five-decade 
quest and four years of rebuilding 
and restoration, she had her arche-
typical home—a 1703 clapboard-
sided center-chimney home beside the 
Old Post Road in Worthington, Mas-
sachusetts. But if modern psychology, 
and Jung in particular, can teach us 
anything, it’s that things are not what 
they seem. Jerrilee’s old house, which 
looks like it grew right out of the soil 
three centuries ago, accurately re-
flects its age, although not its origins. 

How it came to Worthington 
from Glastonbury, Connecticut, is a 
story, like Jerrilee’s archetypal home 
theory, of mythic proportions. Her 
quest began with a revelation. About 
fifty years ago she was a sophomore 
at the University of Missouri. “I was 
majoring in art, and my first course 
that fall was in art appreciation,” 
she explained. “Professor Edward 
Denyer showed my class a slide of 
the Whipple House in Ipswich, Mas-
sachusetts, which is a well-known 
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the house, built by John House II in 1703 and expanded by his son five decades later, 
was on the verge of being torn down where it stood in Glastonbury, Connecticut. A 
salvager stepped in, dismantled it, and put it in storage in a trailer until Jerrilee bought 
it in 2000.

the grindstone in the backyard, probably from the 20th Century, belonged to Elmer 
todd, an early settler of the area. the stone stands in the midst of a wildflower 
garden planted with New England aster, sunflowers, wood betony red, and lavender 
bee balm. A raised stone wall separates this garden from the herb bed behind it.

18th-Century house. It was covered 
in tar paper, the sills were gone out 
of the back of it, grass was grow-
ing up between walls and floors, 
and dead cats were floating in wa-
ter in the basement,” she said. “It 
was fantastic!”

Needless to say, it was her first 
restoration project. “I loved that 
house. It was built for the first 
parson in Worthington, Jonathan 
Huntington. He was the brother of 
Samuel Huntington, the first presi-
dent of the Continental Congress.” 

When she and her husband 
divorced, she took her antique fur-
niture and moved back to the Mid-
west, where she was development 
officer for the College of Fine Arts, 
Western Illinois University. When 
she retired in 1993, she moved back 
to the East Coast and started look-
ing for another early house. 

“I found a house built in the 
latter part of the 1700s—about 1795 
or so. It was a Cape Cod that had 
always been in one family,” she said. 
She spent about ten years restor-
ing that one. Then she looked for 
another challenge, one that might 
bring her closer to her dream house.

“Here I was sixty-eight years 
old and I still had life ahead of 
me,” she said. “So somebody 
brought to my attention an ad they 
had seen someplace for a house in 
Glastonbury, Connecticut, offered 
for sale by salvagers.”

A developer had bought a par-
cel in Glastonbury with three old 
houses on it. When the developer 
proposed razing them, the local 
historical society protested. So the 
developer offered the houses free to 
someone who would move them. 

Howard Willard of Willard 
Restorations stepped in and took 
a look. Two of the houses were in 
poor condition and held little his-
toric interest, so they soon became 
history. (Jerrilee noted that after 
the houses had been torn down, the 
developer never built on the lot.)

The third house had a docu-
mented history beginning in 1703, 
when John House II built a two-
room structure on family land that 
straddled Salmon Brook. His fa-
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ther, William, who came to Glaston-
bury in the late 1600s, might have 
received the land as payment for 
fighting in the Pequot War. Although 
no records confirm this, Jerrilee said 
the land must have been valuable 
because it held several gristmills and 
fronted the town’s main thorough-
fare. In about 1750-60, John’s son, 
John III, enlarged the house with 
three rooms across the back.

That five-room core remained 
intact inside a wrapping of addi-
tions and renovations. Willard care-
fully disassembled the entire house, 
labeled each piece, and loaded it on 
a semi-trailer. He offered this an-
tique house for sale as a kit. Jerrilee 
inquired and was disappointed to 
find it was beyond her budget. 

“So I forgot about it,” she said. 
“A couple of years went by and I got 
a call from Mr. Willard. The house 
was only 32 by 35 feet, and it was too 

small a house to interest the people 
who were after mini-mansions at the 
peak of the housing bubble. No one 
wanted this little house. But it was 
just the right size for me, and the 
price had been reduced to something 
that I could afford, around $40,000.” 

But what she got was a mystery. 
Certainly she had drawings of what 
the house was and how to put it back 
together. But she could not be sure 
what she had until she reassembled it. 

No WINDMIlls
Now the real quest began. But 
instead of Don Quixote de la 
Worthington tilting at windmills, 
it involved “a little old lady with 
a trailer full of house,” as Jerrilee 
described herself. And neither was 
getting any younger.

“The trailer was sitting in a 
storage lot in Springfield. I believe 
the house was taken down in 1998.” 

She bought it in 2000 but didn’t 
start rebuilding until 2005. “I kept 
going down to visit the trailer to 
throw in mothballs,” she said. 

Before she could go further, she 
needed to find a suitable site. 

“I had to find land. And it had to 
be appropriate land,” she explained. 
“So the years went by and the house 
was still sitting in a trailer. I looked at 
a lot of land. But realtors often don’t 
list land because they don’t make any 
money on it. So finally I decided to 
contact a land trust that dealt with 
preserved land. Maybe they could 
help me get through to people who 
wanted to sell their land but wanted 
it preserved.”

She contacted the Hilltown Land 
Trust. “Lo and behold, they found a 
tract of 43 acres footing on the old 
Boston-Albany Post Road, and ad-
jacent to the land between property 
line and road was the old watering 

the reconstructed house, far left, is connected to the barn with a new ell that holds the kitchen and bathroom. 
Next to the barn is a hand-split locust grape arbor. Dierivila grows to the right of the barn doors, with apple 
wood stacked beside them. three Betchel crabapple trees line a path to the side door. Fox grape twines 
around the split-rail fence in the foreground. other native shrubs include New Jersey tea, black chokeberry, 
and wild strawberries. the window frames are copied from a plank frame found inside the walls when the 
house was dismantled. the brick in the chimney is original. the lanterns are 19th-Century antiques.
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trough for the horses on the stage—
9.5 feet wide, 12.5 feet deep, and 
spring fed. Here was the right place.”

The property encompassed six 
house lots, and it was a potential 
disaster (in Jerrilee’s eyes) should a 
developer get hold of it. “So I put 
a forever-wild easement on it. No 
timbering, nothing. Nature takes 
over. I did have to agree to keep the 
fields open and maintain them open 
because Massachusetts has so little 
open land remaining,” she said. 

It was a decision she does 
not regret. “I am having such fun 
watching what Nature does to 
change that land—I have beavers, I 
have a bog. It’s all fun to watch.”

With 43 acres to choose from, 
she might have put her house any-
where. Friends suggested putting 
it in the woods, surrounded by all 
that nature. But Jerrilee had a dif-

ferent idea. “Owners of old houses 
wanted to be on the road to see 
people going by and especially to 
see the stage going by. They would 
not put a house back in the woods. 
It had to be adjacent to the road.” 
Besides, the woods were a good two 
thousand feet from the road. 

After Jerrilee selected the site, 
excavators came to dig the base-
ment, and she might have had sec-
ond thoughts about her choice. Just 
18 inches down, they struck a ledge, 
and not just any rock, the hardest 
rock they had ever encountered. As 
with all questers, Jerrilee was not 
easily daunted, even after a week of 
dynamite blasting to make the ap-
propriate-size hole. 

“We ended up with a mound of 
rock, too much to bury, so we built 
walls,” she said. “I have two pieces 
of rock that are four feet wide and 

the keeping room, added behind the original section of the house in the mid-1700s, has a cooking 
fireplace with the original oak lintel Jerrilee fought to re-install despite its not being up to code. the 
bake oven holds a tulip redware jug. Hearth hardware includes old iron andirons with spit, a small bird 
roaster, signed tongs, griddle, and toaster. An oval country Chippendale tea table holds an old game 
board and an 18th-Century English pewter porringer. Jerrilee bought the Massachusetts banister-back 
armchair from New Hampshire antiques dealer Roger Bacon. she made the flame-stitch cushion.

fifteen feet long incorporated into the 
wall. We could have built a temple.” 

Finally the basement contractor 
arrived. He took one look and said 
to Jerrilee, “You don’t have a base-
ment, you have a bathtub. No water 
is going to drain out of here.”

“We had to blast an exit so 
water would drain out,” Jerrilee 
explained. “And we had to put in all 
sorts of piping and gravel under the 
basement floor to let water out of 
that bathtub.”

KNoWING EACH BoARD
The hero of every quest must endure 
some kind of suffering, and for Jer-
rilee it was simply finding a place to 
live while her contractor sorted out 
the pieces of the house.

“I had sold my house and was 
trying to find a rental for myself, 
two pets, and all of my furniture,” 
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looking down the length of the keeping room, 
the far wall holds an antique tape loom. 
sitting on the maple tavern table with a pine 
breadboard top is an 18th-Century walnut 
document box that Jerrilee bought from her 
great aunt’s second husband, who used it to 
store his tools. In the foreground is a country 
Queen Anne table she bought from Roger 
Bacon. she found the old candle box with its 
original red stain at Brimfield. An 18th-Century 
English pewter basin is flanked by hog-scraper 
candlesticks, with an old slide-top box to the 
side. the pipe box and pipes are reproductions.
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I n one of the two original rooms are William and Mary shelves that came from a 
17th-Century house in Guilford, Connecticut, that was torn down. the 18th-Century 
cupboard in the corner retains its blue and burgundy interior paint and hides the 
plumbing and duct work to the second floor. the transitional slant-front desk, once 
owned by antiques dealer lillian Cogan, lost its red stain to previous owners. A carpet 
once covered part of the floor; the exposed boards were painted. 
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Jerrilee decorated the parlor with pieces from the China trade, believing that the 
House family would have had access to imports from ships sailing up the Connecticut 
River when the house stood in Glastonbury, Connecticut. In the corner, an 18th-
Century teakwood chest with red panels and black trim, purchased in Hong Kong, 
holds pieces of Delft and Chinese export porcelain. Beneath the windows, heart-and-
crown banister-back chairs flank a black William and Mary stretcher-base table.

Chip-carved Bible box with iron strap hinges is probably from the Hudson River Valley.

she said. “From November 2005 to 
September 2006, I moved three times 
with all of my furniture. Needless to 
say that year was a nightmare.”

Every day she would go to her 
nascent home and start work in a 
tent. “I was working from 8 a.m. to 
6 p.m. every day removing paint and 
trying to keep ahead of construction 
people when they needed pieces of 
wood,” she recalled. “I know every 
inch of board you can see in this 
house. And I was so happy. I love 
old wood. I love seeing it coming 
from beneath the modern paint.”

Jerrilee hired John Otis to piece 
together the frame of the house. 
To his delight, everything was well 
marked. “Mr. Willard had taken 
great care. Every tiny piece of wood 
had a little metal tag stapled to it 
with a number. With the house I 
got a complete map of where every 
piece of wood went,” she said. 

As with any three-centuries-old 
house, not all of the wood was per-
fect. Some was, but some was rot-
ted, some had been eaten by bugs. 

© 2009 Firelands Media Group LLC, as published in Early American Life, February 2010



the parlor has Georgian raised paneling 
along the fireplace wall. sometime in the 
20th Century, previous owners sanded 
the raised panels and coated them with 
gesso. Jerrilee scraped off the gesso, 
which had bleached the wood, and toned 
it to match the mottled blue of the other 
wood surfaces. A cherry Chippendale 
swing-leg table against the wall holds 
two reproduction Hong Kong ginger 
jars. the portrait depicts Margaret King, 
possibly at her marriage to Benjamin 
M. Yarrington in 1834. ordained four 
years later, Benjamin served as pastor of 
the First Church of Christ in Greenwich, 
Connecticut, for 56 years. Jerrilee also 
owns his portrait.

A solid cherry William and Mary highboy 
stands against the sheathed wall 
separating the keeping room from the 
buttery. on top is a 17th-Century 
document box with a punched thistle 
design, purchased from lillian Cogan. 
the wing chairs are covered with linsey-
woolsey fabric from the seraph. the six-
board cherry blanket chest beneath the 
window retains its dark green paint and 
cotter-pin hinges. Jerrilee bought it at a 
local auction in the 1970s for $35. the 
rabbit is one of many that decorate the 
house, which she named for the 
character Fiver in the novel Watership 
Down. Part of a stone wall tibetan stone 
workers built using stone blasted from 
the basement can be seen through the 
window. the birdhouse behind the wall 
hides the vent for the septic system.
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the old pine boards in the hallway connecting the old house to the new ell were 
scavenged from an auction in Maine. tim Gorhman copied the hallway design from 
a 1703 Massachusetts house. He hand-planed the boards and added the beading, 
turned the spindles, and carved the newel. A locally made 6-board chest in its 
original paint holds old iron rabbits and a grained box that belonged to Israel Putnam 
of Northampton, Massachusetts. An old cheese basket hangs above.

Jerrilee and Otis went over each 
piece, deciding whether it would 
show, whether it needed to be re-
placed or strengthened with iron. 

“We worked on that frame for 
what seemed like forever. It was 
about two months,” she said. When 
they finished, the frame was so heavy 
(Otis believed it was oak although the 
salvager said chestnut) that Jerrilee 
had to hire a crane to lift it into place. 

While they worked on the 
frame, John Dickinson did the ma-
sonry for the fireplace. “That trailer 
had inside it every brick that had 
ever been in this house. It even had 
the schist foundation stones,” said 
Jerrilee. “The man who moved the 
trailer said he would never do it 
again because he would be fined for 
moving that kind of weight.”

All the bricks in the chimney are 
original, at least the ones that show. 
Jerrilee had to line it with modern 
firebrick to satisfy the building code. 

DECoDING 
The building code would be Jerrilee’s 
biggest trial. Dickinson discovered 
the original fireplace lintel was oak—
which would never make code. The 
paneling of the fireplace surrounds in 
other rooms came four to six inches 
from the opening. Code required 
ten. But the building inspector was 
agreeable, citing a section that said it 
was okay if an old building was just 
moved to a new site. 

Unfortunately, between the time 
Jerrilee started her reconstruction 
and finished it, that building in-
spector retired and his replacement 
didn’t interpret the code so liberally. 
“Guess what—he wouldn’t give us 
an occupancy certificate.” 

To make matters worse, Jerrilee 
had opted to add a steep stairway 
in the modern addition to the home 
that would hold the kitchen and 
bathrooms, too steep for the build-
ing code and definitely not part of 
a moved building. Her only option 
was to go to the state and appeal the 
inspector’s decision. 

“So one rainy day, my contractor 
Kent Hicks and I piled into his pick-
up along with our description and 
paraphernalia and supporting stuff 
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and the letter from the old inspec-
tor. I had a presentation that would 
have lasted an hour or two,” she said. 
“We finally got in front of the board 
and the fellow who seemed to be in 
charge said, ‘You’re restoring a 1703 
house. You want an oak lintel?’ Then 
he turned to the rest of the board and 
said, ‘This woman is doing a wonder-
ful thing. I move for a variance.’ The 
other board members said yes, and 
that was it. It took two minutes.” 

Jerrilee had no trouble furnish-
ing her new old house. She had been 
collecting early American antiques 
since moving East in 1958, taking 
her growing collection with her ev-
ery time she moved. 

For example, she bought a 1690 
chimney breast that came out of a 
house in Connecticut and installed it 
in her first old house in Worthington. 
When she moved back to Illinois, she 
installed it in her house there. When 
she moved back East, she installed 
it in her Cape Cod. Now it adorns 
her kitchen fireplace. “That chimney 
breast has been in five houses, four of 
them mine,” said Jerrilee. 

Throughout the house, she had 
added rabbits in various media, art 
and antique. They are a tribute to an-
other quest, the one guided by the vi-
sions of rabbit-prophet Fiver in Rich-
ard Adams’s novel Watership Down.

“It was about what you need to 
form a new community and build 
a new home,” Jerrilee explained. 
“You have to persevere until you get 
home.” As a tribute to that dedicat-
ed rabbit, she named her property 
Fiver’s High Hills. 

In the master bedroom, part of the 
original sleeping loft, a four-poster 
bed frames a portrait of a woman from 
Claverack, New York. (Her brother’s 
portrait hangs on the opposite side of 
the window.) Beneath the portrait is a 
country cherry Hepplewhite drop-leaf 
table covered with antique crewel fabric 
that will be made into valances for the 
windows. the bowl holds Dame’s rocket 
and lavender bee balm from Jerrilee’s 
meadow. she bought the early blanket 
chest, which stands at the foot of the 
bed, in Vermont in the 1960s. It retains 
its original hinges and blue paint.
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Last spring, just in time for our 
visit, Jerrilee ended her quest, her 
new home completed, decorated, 
and now part of her soul. 

“There is some kind of ethic 
about an old house. It’s honest in 
that it just does what it needs to do. 
It shows the marks of the tools that 
were used. It does nothing to hide 
its origins,” she said. 

The real meaning of home, she 
believes, is almost beyond words. 

“It’s hard to articulate. I tried 
to do that in my book,” she noted 
about Hestia Come Home, her 
Jungian exploration of our desire 
for connection to home and com-
munity. “I think everybody is born 
with a feeling and image of what 
home is, and we seek that. I know 
because I have done that all my life. 
It has always been a search to find 
my own image of home.” 

Winfield Ross is a contributing editor to Early 
American Life.

the other side of the sleeping loft is decorated as a “hired man’s room.” the 
squiggle-painted bed, de-accessioned from Greenfield Village in Michigan, is topped 
with an antique copper-colored coverlet and matching trundle bed covering. the 
blanket chest, probably from the mid-1800s, retains its vinegar-decorated surface. 
on top are a hatchel for combing wool and flax and a trencher with flax fiber ready to 
be spun. the country ladder-back chair is from Illinois. 

FLOOR PLAN
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