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‘The Largest and Most Fashionable Assortment”: a c. 1840 Stand and the 
Furniture and Feather Warehouse of John G. Creagh 

 
  

HD 2017.23 is at first glance a rather diminutive and unassuming stand to the 

modern eye. The overall impression of this object is one of usefulness: two drawers to store 

belongings, and a flat surface on which to place various items, accompanied by understated 

and uncomplicated ornamentation. One must only open the lower drawer to find the 

details of this stand that allude to the beginnings of its life in John G. Creagh’s Springfield 

furniture warehouse, as well as the tastes and shopping experience of its original owners. A 

closer investigation of this piece reveals a connection to larger concepts of style and 

fashionability, as well as the changing landscape of commerce in mid nineteenth-century 

America.  

The overall form of this stand demonstrates the subtle elegance of the American 

Empire style, drawing inspiration from the classical world. This classical influence is hinted 

at in the turned ribs at the top of the legs, which if the leg is taken as a column of sorts, 

serves as an abstraction of a capital. These gently swelling legs were likely turned on a 

lathe, an inexpensive and easy way to add details such as the ribs and bowling pin-like feet. 

This piece is somewhat more restrained and whimsical compared to some examples of the 

American Empire style, which frequently features details such as hairy paw feet and more 

overtly classical imagery.1 The front of this stand is decorated with an eye to refinement 

and restraint. The front of the stand, as well as the drawer fronts, are decorated with a 

                                                        
1 Louise Ade Boger, The Complete Guide to Furniture Styles (New York: Charles Scribner's 
Sons, 1969). 362. 
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mahogany veneer, with the rest of the piece stained to match. At the time this stand was 

made, a taste for mahogany had dominated fashionable American furniture for over fifty 

years. The use of veneer on the drawer fronts of a relatively plain and simple stand speaks 

to the technological innovations of the nineteenth century that enabled veneers of 

expensive and exotic woods to be produced with greater economy and ease than before.2 

The veneer applied to this piece is highly figured, aligned so that the pattern of the grain 

continues across both drawers. Figured veneered had grown to replace carving as the 

primary mode of decoration for furniture in the early nineteenth century and serves as the 

main ornament of this stand.3  

The bottoms of the legs display significant patterns of wear, far more than the single 

original back leg, possibly from repeated bumps and brushes with years’ worth of errant 

feet.4 There are several large chips in the base of both legs, and there are numerous 

scratches of various depths, many darkened with age. It is interesting to note that the legs 

are made of basswood, an American hardwood that is not known for its sturdiness and 

resistance to wear and decay.5 This choice in wood may account for concentration and 

severity of wear to the base of the legs. The well-worn drawer pulls, smooth with a well-

developed patina from over a century of hands, are made of solid mahogany to match the 

                                                        
2 Oscar P. Fitzgerald, American Furniture: 1650 to the Present (Lanham: Rowman & 
Littlefield, 2018). 134.  
3 Ibid. 
4 The proper left rear leg has been replaced and stained to match the rest of the piece 
5 R. Bruce Hoadley, Understanding Wood: A Craftsmans Guide to Wood Technology (Newton, 
CT: Taunton., 1980). 36 ; wood identified by Bruce Hoadley; “Curator Worksheet” in object 
file of Stand, c. 1840, 28 in x 20 in x 17 3/4 in., Historic Deerfield Inc., HD 2017.13 
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veneer. The yellow-poplar top of this stand shows similar evidence of use, with some 

cracking, and chipping at the front edge.6 

When the drawers are opened and removed from the stand, one can begin to 

unravel the story of John G. Creagh and his warehouse. The case of the stand is glued and 

nailed together, with evidence of at least two eras of glue application and nails, judging by 

the yellowing of the glue and the shininess of the nails. The drawers are constructed from 

four pieces of wood, attached by dovetails at the front and back. The drawer sides are 

yellow-poplar, while the fronts concealed by the veneer are white pine.7 The dovetails at 

the front of the drawers are executed with a fineness that indicates a higher level of 

cabinetmaking skill on the part of the craftsman. The dovetails at the back of the drawers 

are somewhat less fine, perhaps because of how infrequently they would be seen. The 

dovetail construction used throughout yields a very sturdy set of drawers, free of any 

structural nails or glue. The insides and sides of the drawers are left unfinished, while the 

character of the assortment of woods used to construct the stand is concealed by the 

reddish varnish that colors the piece. The diversity of wood matters little in terms of 

aesthetics when each piece is stained to match, demonstrating a prioritization of the 

external appearance of the piece.  

The lower drawer contains a yellowed printed label pasted to the bottom of the 

drawer. This label reads:  

 

 

                                                        
6 Wood identified by Bruce Hoadley; “Curator Worksheet” in object file of Stand, c. 1840, 28 
in x 20 in x 17 3/4 in., Historic Deerfield Inc., HD 2017.13 
7 Wood identified by Bruce Hoadley; Ibid.  
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JOHN G. CREAGH 
WHOLESALE AND RETAIL DEALER IN 

CABINET FURNITURE,  
CHAIRS, LOOKING GLASSES’ 

MATTRESS FEATHERS, &.  

NOS. 5 AND 6, FOUNTAIN ROW, 

MAIN STREET--- OPPOSITE THE HAMPDEN HOUSE 

 

From this label, we can infer that like many of the other large furniture warehouses that 

arose during this period, Creagh was selling furniture possibly made by both himself and 

others.8 In the Springfield Republican, Creagh does advertise “furniture, chairs, and looking 

glasses”, as well as “live geese feathers” at his shop in nos. 5 and 6, Fountain Row.9 Further 

investigation into the record of Creagh and his business in the newspaper reveals that he 

was previously partnered with a Mr. Calvin Hunter at one point in 1840, a partnership 

which was “dissolved by mutual consent” in May of 1840, causing him to move to the 

location in Fountain Street.10 This change in location is reflected in the label in this piece, 

dating the stand to 1840 at the earliest. This date is further supported by an unrelated 

receipt from Creagh’s warehouse (HD 2018.1), which bears the address in Fountain Street. 

An earlier advertisement from March of 1839 declares “better times since the fire”.11 This 

advertisement marks the reopening of Creagh’s earlier warehouse on Main Street that 

burned in November of 1838. In the account of the fire, Creagh is described as a 

                                                        
8 Fitzgerald, American Furniture, 136.   
9 Springfield Republican, October 3, 1840, accessed July 3, 2018, America's Historical 
Newspapers. 
10 Springfield Republican, May 2, 1840. Accessed July 3, 2018. America's Historical 
Newspapers. 
11 Springfield Republican, March 9, 1839. Accessed July 3, 2018. America's Historical 
Newspapers. 
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cabinetmaker, and it is noted that he lost tools in the conflagration.12 It is impossible to 

know if this stand was made by Creagh or another cabinetmaker, but it is clear from the 

presence of his label that he stood by its quality and fashionability, attributes highlighted in 

his advertisements.13  

 With the ability to trace such a rich history of the seller through the label found in 

this stand, as well as the receipt in Historic Deerfield’s collection, this piece can be 

interpreted in a variety of exhibition contexts relating to the landscape of commerce, 

shopping and fashionability in the late Federal period. Creagh’s own story serves as an 

excellent example of the rapidly changing commercial environments enabled by 

technological and infrastructural advances in the movement of goods across larger 

geographic areas. After the reopening of his warehouse and dissolution of his partnership 

with Calvin Hunter, Creagh appears to begin his new business venture optimistically, 

advertising both quality and competitive prices, as well as his new stock of goose 

feathers.14 However, by December of 1840, Creagh seeks subscribers to the tune of “a few 

hundred dollars”, promising the consumer that they will “get their money’s worth” if they 

assist in liquidating what would appear to be an excess of stock.15 In January of 1841, under 

                                                        
12 Springfield Republican, November 17, 1838. Accessed July 3, 2018. America's Historical 
Newspapers. 
13 Springfield Republican, March 9, 1839. Accessed July 3, 2018. America's Historical 
Newspapers. 
14 Springfield Republican, October 3, 1840. Accessed July 3, 2018. America's Historical 
Newspapers. 
15 Springfield Republican, December 19, 1840. Accessed July 3, 2018. America's Historical 
Newspapers. 
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the heading of “hard times”, Creagh calls for a settling of accounts.16 By May of the same 

year, he advertises his wares a “cheaper than ever” stressing the variety of his stock and its 

low price. He also notes the availability of coffins at his warehouse, a notably steady stream 

of income for a cabinetmaker.17 However, all these notices to public of the bargains to be 

had seem to have been distributed in vain, as in January of 1842, Creagh offers his store in 

Fountain Row, with “possession given immediately” to the new tenant.18 

 Creagh’s story and this stand could be used in a number of exhibitions, including:  

 The warehouse shopping experience in the mid-nineteenth century 

 Refinement and fashionability for the price-conscious middle class 

 The landscape of commerce in late Federal Springfield, MA 

 Vernacular examples of Late Empire furniture 

A promising concept from this list of possible exhibit themes is the experience of 

warehouse shopping in the mid-nineteenth century. The objects used in such an exhibit 

could be determined through the examination of warehouse advertisements like Creagh’s, 

assembled with duplicates and variety among groups of objects. Objects could be arranged 

in such a way to appeal to a shopper, rather than for artistic appreciation. The atmosphere 

could be enhanced through the use of props such as crates and packing materials, as well as 

large displays of newspaper ads used in the curation of the exhibit. This exhibit would 

show the modern viewer the availability of goods in regional urban centers, and could 

                                                        
16 Springfield Republican, January 16, 1841. Accessed July 3, 2018. America's Historical 
Newspapers 
17 Springfield Republican, May 29, 1841. Accessed July 3, 2018. America's Historical 
Newspapers. 
18 Springfield Republican, January 22, 1842. Accessed July 3, 2018. America's Historical 
Newspapers. 
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provide numerous opportunities to interpret the larger technological advances and 

infrastructure developments that allow for the rapidly moving and competitive commercial 

landscape that Creagh participated in and ultimately failed in. This exhibit would also allow 

a focus on more mundane, middle class objects, and provide visitors with a point of contact 

to a past they may be able to relate to. A contrast could be drawn between the warehouses 

of businessmen like Creagh and the high style furniture warehouses of major cities such as 

Boston.  

 Within this exhibit, Creagh’s stand could be interpreted a number of ways. A label 

that effectively places this object within the context of the exhibition might read:  

This stand was sold by John G. Creagh of Springfield, Massachusetts, as evidenced by 

his label in the bottom drawer. Creagh advertised fashionable and affordable 

furniture, which is reflected in the construction and decoration of this piece. The 

fronts of the drawers are decorated with mahogany veneer, a cost-effective method 

of applying exotic decorative woods. The structure of the stand is comprised of four 

different varieties of wood, stained to match. This stand was intended to give off a 

sense of refinement to the customer and viewer, concealing cost-saving adaptations. 

With fashionable items available at a lower cost, the consumer could buy more 

pieces, ideally all from the same warehouse. Ultimately, Creagh was unable to 

generate much profit using this approach, closing his doors in 1842 after only two 

years in business on his own.  
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