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A Bit of Ashford/Eastford History 
This issue of the Quarterly is based on the writings of Royal O. Knowlton, (1907-1999).  Over the years "Roy" 

served the town of Ashford as Town Clerk, Assistant Clerk, Treasurer, Assessor, Registrar of Voters, Judge of 

Probate and State Representative.  

     Ashford has always lacked the necessary resources 
to support more than a sparse population.  The Indi-
ans were aware of this centuries ago and only strag-
glers or war and hunting parties spent much time 
here.  They kept land cleared in Woodstock for rais-
ing corn and vegetables and burned areas in the forest 
to provided pasture for deer.  The first white settlers 
came to the Boston area in 1620.  Some of these Eng-
lishmen, under Thomas Hooker, settled Hartford in 
1635, though the Dutch had previously sailed up the 

Connecticut River and established a trading post 
there.  Hooker traveled the Old Connecticut Path, an 
old Indian trail crossing the northern section of Ash-
ford. The country was hilly but provided better loca-
tions for crossing the streams and rivers.  This path 
continued to be used by many people for another 
eighty years before anyone considered making a 
home in Ashford. 
     Ashford’s first resident was John Mixer who pur-
chased a tract of land near the center of New Scituate 

The Chapman Inn/Wheaton Store located on The Providence Turnpike in Phoenixville. 



and included land later owned by Dr. Prescott.  Rec-
ords do not mention the reason for the purchase.  Per-
haps he foresaw an increase in travelers, as this was 
the site of one of the more important taverns on the 
Hartford Turnpike.  Also, a later deed mentions giv-
ing him the privilege to use Gardner’s Brook, located 
across the road, at the top of the hill, to irrigate the 
fields below.  This may have been the deciding factor 
in the purchase because such an irrigation system was 
unique to the area.  New Scituate was a tract belong-
ing to a group of non-resident developers.  It was 
three miles wide, extending from the vicinity of Grant 
Road to the entrance of Ashford Park, and measured 
five miles in length running northerly from the Mans-

field line. 
     John Perry purchased 350 acres on both sides of 
the Still River. He must have recognized it as the 
choicest property in the area.  For a number of years 
Perry had been a faithful post rider on the Connecti-
cut Path, making a round trip between Boston and 
Hartford once in three weeks in summer and once in 
four in winter. 
     Crystal Pond was a popular camping spot on the 
Connecticut Path.  It was named for its crystal-clear 
water that distinguished it from nearby Black Pond in 
Woodstock whose water was stained by the cedar 
trees surrounding it. The Still River, the largest 
stream in the area, and Crystal Pond could be relied 
upon for waterpower. In later years the lake’s outlet 
was closed by a dam which raised the water about six 
feet above its normal level.  This provided a surplus 
of water which could be drawn upon at any time.  As 
a result, factories were built in Eastford Village and 
Phoenixville.  These were large enough to supply 
goods for local needs and for export, creating thriving 
businesses that eventually led to the separation of 
Eastford parish as an independent township.  The mill 
owners on the Mount Hope River attempted to dupli-
cate this pattern for success by building Chaffee and 
Morey Ponds at its headwaters, but they could not 
provide the power to rival Eastford. 
     An early Ashford settler, far ahead of his time, 
was Isaac Magoon.  He would appear wherever a new 
town was being laid out, acquire cheap or free land, 
build a cabin, sell out, and then disappear, only to re-
appear in another new town, leaving the problems of 
organizing the town he left to others.  Fortunately for 
Magoon, there were no capital gains taxes in his day, 
and the community benefited fully by whatever it de-
rived from his activities. 
     The period from 1710 to the end of the Revolution 
(1783) was a busy time for Ashford.  Land was 
cleared, buildings constructed, fences built, and 
wolves and rattlesnakes exterminated.  All able-
bodied men were given military training, and some 
posted as sentries to watch for French or Indian in-
vaders.  Some of the soldiers went to the siege of Fort 
Louisbourg, while others fought at Crown Point and 
Ticonderoga [French and Indian War]. 
     Each town was required to have a Congregational 
Church. Ashford’s early settlers came together and 
built a church in their first act as a community.  All 
activities and town meetings were held there, so it 
became known as the meeting house.  When the 
weather was severe, it was sometimes voted to allow 
men to wear their hats in the meeting house, and for 
some of the longer meetings, they adjourned to the 
tavern because of the cold and darkness.  The first 
roads wide enough to accommodate wagons or carts 
were built to the church and grist mill.  Other places 

Ashford Village in early 1800s 

 
   John Perry’s Headstone in Eastford’s Old Cemetery 



 

could be reached on foot or horseback. Because of its 
large area, there were eventually three Congregation-
al churches for greater convenience. When Eastford 
parish separated, a town meeting was called and a 
split into three towns was proposed, but the proposal 
was defeated. 
     Since most roads were unsuitable for transport of 
bulky imports or exports, the first settlers tried to pro-
duce as many of their needs as possible.  As the tal-
ents of the individual settlers became known, there 
was a tendency to specialize and exchange products 
among members of the community.  The grist-
mill, tannery, blacksmith shop, and cabinet shop 
were a priority for the town.  In addition to mak-
ing furniture, the cabinet shop also supplied the 
coffins to the community.  When diphtheria or 
typhoid fever struck, there might be several 
deaths in one family within a few days.  The cabi-
net maker kept a supply of butternut boards on 
hand for the economy model and a supply of pine 
boards for the conventional pine box. When the 
supply of pine boxes exceeded the demand, the 
cabinet maker stood them on end and fitted them 
with shelves.  This explains the free standing 
rough, but practical, cupboards that are found to-
day in the kitchens or pantries of older homes. 
     Ashford’s only period of prosperity com-
menced at the end of the Revolution and lasted 
until the effects of the building of the railroads 
wore it down. When men realized they were no 
longer subjects of England, and there was no need 
for military preparedness for the first time since 
the settlement of the town, they turned to im-
proving their lands and buildings as they now 
had the time and resources to do a much better 
job than their first endeavors. 

    Ashford was on the main route from Hartford to 
Providence and Hartford to Boston.  As these roads 
became busier, it was said that in dry weather the 
dust never settled.  This traffic wore away the vegeta-
tion and permitted the dirt to wash away and the 
bridges also needed repair.  Towns were reluctant to 
spend money to benefit the strangers traveling the 
roads, so turnpike companies were formed. Users 
would pay for the maintenance of the highways by 
paying tolls, but it was too little too late, and it was a 
struggle to keep the roads passable. 
     Business flourished for the blacksmith shops and 
taverns in the towns along the turnpikes. Travelers 
might also find lodging between towns, which was a 
great help to the teamsters.  An ox team could travel 
only two to three miles per hour, so, in order to take 
advantage of the daylight, it was necessary to have 
stopping places at close intervals. 
     Livestock was driven regularly along the road to 
Hartford to provide meat for the growing city.  Any-
one along the way who had a cow with teeth too bad 
to graze or an ox no longer able to work could add it 
to the caravan. When the railroads opened the west, 
the meat packers built cold storage plants in the cities 
and refused to supply the local butchers unless they 
agreed to deal exclusively with them.  After the Civil 
War, a few local farmers specialized in raising beef 
which they drove to the slaughterhouse in Brighton, 
MA or Preston, CT. 
     Even at the height of prosperity, there were only a 
few black slaves in Ashford and many who were here 

The Latham Mill, now gone, east of the Still River 
and North of Route 44. 

Cheney’s Cabinet and Coffin shop on Old Colony Road, 
just North of the intersection of John Perry and Old Colo-
ny Road. 



 

were given their freedom when they became capable 
of living independently, just as apprenticed workers 
or bound out children were eventually given an op-
portunity to make it on their own.  There were also 
some Indian slaves that had been brought back from 
the French and Indian War.  Many of our stone walls 
are said to have been built by them. 
     A source of cheap labor were the welfare cases.  
The town put the care of the needy up for bid and the 
winner was obliged to furnish food, clothing, and 
shelter. In return the winner got as much work as pos-
sible out of the subject.  When he became too old or 
sick to work, the town paid a local doctor to bleed 
him, psych him, and supply him with rum.  The town 
also paid for his burial. 
     Ashford’s greatest slump in population occurred 
between 1880 and 1890.  The entire nation was suf-
fering from the effects of the Civil War and the de-
pression which followed.  Many assume that the rail-
roads enabled the farmers to go west to more produc-
tive fields, but men had been leaving ever since they 
saw the new lands while on expeditions in the French 
and Indian War and the Revolution.  They left to go 
to Nova Scotia, Vermont, York State, Ohio, and 
Pennsylvania.  One has only to look at the business 
directories in the growing manufacturing towns to 
find our roaming residents. 
     Surveys had been made for the railroad to follow 
the direct route of the turnpikes to Providence and 
Boston, but an acceptable grade could not be found.  
Instead, the railroads followed the river valleys, and 
wherever there was a sufficient fall of water to estab-

lish a factory, a mill would spring up along the rail-
road.  The family operations on small streams such as 
the Mount Hope were displaced by the larger mills in 
Willimantic, Putnam, Stafford Springs, Rockville, 
and Danielson. The growing cities surrounding Ash-
ford had other needs in addition to mill workers, con-
sequently former Ashford natives became city mer-
chants, shopkeepers, and eventually holders of public 
office. 
 
To read more of Royal Knowlton’s history of Ash-
ford, do a web search of “Royal Knowlton’s Ashford 
History.” 
 

Pheonixville’s Old Stone Mill on the Still River. 

Skinner Mill across from what is now Bowen’s Gar-
age, on the Still River in Eastford.   

John Perry’s land purchase was located North of 
the Stoddard Tract.  Crystal Pond is located along 
the Woodward and Saffey’s line in the map shown 
above. 


