
12 California Street - John W. S. Colby, Shipbuilder and Ropewalk Owner 

John W. S. Colby (1820 -1881)

John Walker Sawyer Colby was born in 1820. In 1847 He bought the parcel of land from 
Alfred Pearson who was representing the heirs of Stephen Pillsbury. He married Mary 
Ann Tilton in 1849, John was 29 and Mary was 22 and the house shows up on the 1851 
map, it was probably built shortly after the land was bought. 

In 1851 Enoch Lunt bought a parcel of land and built a house at 18 Walnut Street which 
was right next door to John Colby - his future business partner. Their families lived side 
by side even after they both had died and their wives were widows. 

In 1865, John Colby with Enoch Lunt, took over William Currier’s shipbuilding 
operation on Merrimac Street at the foot of Ashland Street, it was known as Colby and 
Lunt. Their schooner Pyrola was launched that year and it was said by many to be the 
finest craft ever built on the Merrimac river. Between 1865 and 1868 they launched nine 
schooners. Later they built ships for the Haverhill Tow Boat Company. When they closed 
the business, they had built a total tonnage of 3,707. 

In 1878, Colby and Lunt began closing the shipyard and in 1800 bought the Paul Lunt 
Ropewalk for $600. John Colby died in 1881, but Enoch Lunt continued to own the 
ropewalk until 1886. The ropewalk was in the South End of Newburyport, off of 
Bromfield Street, between Purchase and Water Streets. 

Ropewalks were long, narrow, unheated buildings in which workers, laboring from 
sunrise to sunset, could walk hundreds of feet twisting strands into ropes. The Lunt 
ropewalk was a one-story wooden shed measuring 20 Feet wide and 400 feet long. It is 
near where the Clipper City Rail Trail is today.*

Mary Colby died in 1913 and Mary Lunt next door died in 1920.

Enoch Lunt is also on the map next door at 18 Walnut Street.

~ History compiled by © Mary Baker Eaton for the Newburyport Interactive History Map 
- Keeping the Story Alive. 



*The City of Newburyport ~ Clipper City Rail Trail plaques 
History from Sue Shefte, Salem Deeds, the Newburyport Historic Property Surveys, the 
Newburyport Archival Center, and the City of Newburyport - the Clipper City Rail Trail 
plaques. 
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