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 “Old Eastford” 

By Warren P. Keith (age 91) 

Seventy five years ago when I was a boy of 10 or 12 years of age, Eastford 
was some place on the map.  Like Nineveh of old, she was at heights of her 
glory and power, with a population of around 700.   

There were three churches in the town, five stores, three manufacturing 
firms, a Savings Bank, a tan shop, a carriage and wagon factory, a shop 
where coffins were made, saw mills and a Village Improvement Society.  All 
the main streets had sidewalks and street lamps.  One of these old street 
lamps stands today near the General Lyon Inn. 

Eastford at that time was a progressive little village.  There were eight 
school districts in the town, with a scholar enrollment of around 150, and 
how meagre the wages and conditions in those days as compared with the 
present.  

Politically Eastford was at that time nearly equally divided as to voters.  The 
old voting place was in the basement of the Methodist Church.  There were 
always a few voters who would not vote unless they were paid for it. A little 
money, a barrel of flour (which was $5 a barrel in those days) and a new 
pair of boots would sometimes swing the election either way.  Since the 
advent of the women on the political stage, giving them the equal rights to 
vote as men, politically Eastford has changed and today is one of the 
Republican strongholds of the state. 

     The Village Improvement Society usually met in May.  The farmers of 
those days nearly all had a yoke of oxen.  Where are they today?  I do not 
know of one pair in Eastford.  They are getting to be as scarce as the Dodo 
bird. Well, the farmers came with their oxen and carts and the members all 
turned out and worked all day setting out trees, building sidewalks and 
beautifying the village.  At dinner-time, what a dinner the ladies of Eastford 
used to get up.  They served a menu that would satisfy the most critical 
connoisseur. 

     Eastford at that time had a band of 12 or 15 pieces.  We used to meet 
upstairs in the schoolhouse to practice and play.  Heimy Burnham was the 



band leader.  He accompanied his wife, who was organist at the 
Congregational Church, with the cornet at church services.  We used to go 
up to Ashford town to play with the Babcock Cornet Band.  Fred Brown was 
the leader of that band and what a cornet player. He was one of the 
best!  His father, John Brown, played the bass drum at that time.  I played 
the alto horn in the Eastford band and still have the old band book that we 
used to play out of.   Later, after 1900, another band was started in 
Eastford.  John Young was the leader. There used to be a bandstand in front 
of Harold Barrett’s store, where the band used to play of an evening. 

     And now come stand with me in the Village Square (where the rotary is) 
and we will name the streets as they were named by the Village 
Improvement Society.  Main Street ran through the center of the 
town,  North Main Street went by Harold Barrett’s store on the east side up 
by the four “Chimbly House” so-called, South Main Street ran by the west 
side of Town Hall up by Dorothy Mattocks’ house, School Street went up by 
the schoolhouse and up the hill.  Broadway started from where Jack 
Condon lives on out past Florence Latham’s.  Elm Street ran down the east 
side of Town Hall.  High Street ran east across the bridge and up over the 
hill.  This street was called Pork Hill when I was a boy.  I have heard it said 
that someone that lived up that way stole a pig or some pork. Anyway, it 
was always called Pork Hill by the old people of the town.  Church Street 
ran from William Spink’s barn, up the hill past the church and parsonage.   
 

     And now about the old buildings in Eastford.  In those early days the 
houses were usually built one story with a wide low roof.  Many of these 
old houses have been acquired by retired school teachers who have 
changed them over, built on additions and they would not be recognized by 
the ones that used to live in them.  The house where Miss Ethel Gardner 
lives, the Uriel M. Bowers house (who was a Civil War veteran) looks about 
the same as it did 75 years ago.  This is one of the old houses in 
Eastford.  The house where Miss Esther Harmon lives used to stand down 
by the road.  It was owned by Deacon Henry Trowbridge and his mother.  I 
am afraid that Aunt Hannah would not recognize it now.  This is one of the 
old houses, but I pause here to digress.  It brings to my mind the first 
money that I ever earned.  This house was just above my father’s.  Aunt 
Hannah hired me to drive the cows to pasture and she paid me 2 cents a 
day.  Come Saturday night she paid me 14 pennies.  They were the large old 



copper cents that we used to have, and boys they looked pretty good to 
me. 

     Up on Broadway stood another of the old houses, the Henry Packer 
House, owned by the late Misses Gurnee. Henry Packer was the root and 
herb doctor.  He dug his own roots, gathered his own herbs and made his 
own medicine.  One of his medicines was called Composition.  I used to go 
up to Henry Packer to get this medicine if any of us had the stomach ache, 
threatened with a cold or fever or most any other ailment.  Composition 
was prescribed. 

     Ye Olde Castle, what memories they bring to me with traditions which go 
far back into the past century.  It is the aristocrat of the old houses standing 
on high, rising ground overlooking most of the Village, with a view to the 
east across the valley to the rolling hills and the horizon beyond.  She is 
monarch of all she surveys.  Of her rights there are none to dispute.  It is 
the grandest, finest old house in Eastford.  This house was the home of 
Major Joseph Dorsett, one of the leading citizens of the town.  He kept the 
Village Store which stood where Oliver Bowen’s Gas Station now 
stands.  The Major (if I remember) never went to war, but they used to 
have training days up to Ashford Town and the Major was an Officer in 
some of the Companies.  There were two children that lived in this house 
(grandchildren of the Major’s), Frank and Lucy Dorsett.  They were about 
my age and schoolmates of mine.  I used to go up there and play with 
them.  We used to climb up the stairs to the little house on the top (the 
throne room of the Masons) and play our games. Oh happy days of 
childhood! 

 “Turn back, O time again 

  Turn in your flight, 

  Make me a child again 

  Just for tonight” 

  

     At the time of the Civil War there was a church which stood in front of 
where Mrs. Lillian Keith lives.  I can just remember it.  When the society 
disbanded the church was sold at auction and Hiram Burnham bid it off and 



took it down.  The house that Mrs. Keith lives in used to be a Methodist 
Church that stood up in the Red-White District.  I have been to church with 
my grandmother in this building.  When the society disbanded Joseph 
Halleck of Woodstock Valley bought it, moved it into a two tenement 
house. 

     Two other old houses stand up on School Street.  The main part of the 
house where Miss Jessie Gerow lives is a very old house.  This was the 
Ingoldsby Works place.  Across the yard where Miss Van Wert lives is 
another old house.  This is the Dr. Davis Place and Jeremiah Mumford lived 
there with him.  The Martin Buss place, now owned by the Misses Gurnee 
and the Elias Smith house, west of the Old Cemetery now owned by the 
Rosyars, are some of the older houses; also the Andrew Buss house (by the 
spring) now owned by W.S. Warren and the Levi Whitaker place now 
owned by Ellery Badger.  Levi Whitaker was a Civil War veteran who was 
the village blacksmith.  The house now owned by Mrs. Barlow was the Capt. 
Augustus Dodge place.  Capt. Dodge was a tanner by trade.  He had 7 
stalwart boys.  One of them went to the war and died there.  Three 
followed his trade and worked in the tannery business. 

     In looking over what I have written, I find that I omitted one of the main 
streets of the town, Pleasant Street, which ran from the square north 
across the bridge and on up the hill past the Manning Mumford house.  The 
Mumford place was the home of the late Judge James M. Tatem. 

     There was not a building 75 years ago between the bridge and the 
Mumford place where the Tatem Mfg. Co. now stands.  There used to be a 
long one-story building owned and run by Capt. Skinner.  He had a sawmill 
and manufactured excelsior used to stuff mattresses.  Capt. Jonathan 
Skinner was the most progressive citizen that Eastford had at that time.  He 
did more to build up the town than anyone before or since.  A tall spare 
man of the Abe Lincoln type, a leader of men, prominent in church and 
town affairs.  He build the house that he lived in, now owned by Archa 
Walker.  He built the General Lyon Inn, the Keith Factory (the old one that 
burned a few years ago) and several other buildings.  It was mainly through 
his influence that the Methodist Church was built of which he gave largely 
of his time and money.  His daughter, Caroline Fitts, played the organ in the 
church for more than 40 years.  I wish that we had a few more such men as 
Capt. Skinner in the country today. 



     The main part of the Olive Skinner house (by the Keith Mill now owned 
by Oliver Bowen) used to stand where Harold Barrett’s store is.  It was used 
by Andrew Buss in the manufacturing of furniture, highboys, lowboys, 
secretaries, tables, chairs, etc.  I had until quite recently, an old secretary 
that was made in this building.  It stood as a choice piece of furniture in my 
grandmother’s parlor for more than 100 years.  An antique dealer came 
along and hypnotized me or did something to me, and I let him have it for 
$100.  I wonder what grandmother will say to me when I meet her as I hope 
to in the Better Land. 

     There was a water ditch that came down from the Carding Machine 
pond.  It ran in back of Archa Walker’s and Alfred Warren’s houses, down 
and across the road just north of Florence Latham’s barn.  Some parts of 
this old ditch can be seen today.  It crossed under the road in a pipe and 
into the basement of the Furniture Shop, where it furnished water to the 
little Tub Water Wheel that supplied power for the shop. 

     Two great events that happened in the early days of Eastford are the 
funeral of General Nathaniel Lyon and the Van Amberg Circus.  Gen. 
Nathaniel Lyon, a native of Eastford, was the first Union General killed in 
the Civil War.  His body was brought to Willimantic and was escorted by a 
troop of Cavalry and a regiment of soldiers to Eastford for the funeral and 
burial.  The funeral was held in the Congregational Church.  Thousands 
were unable to get into the church for the services.  It was estimated that 
there were 20,000 people in Eastford that day.  Every road out of town was 
packed with teams and people.  I do not remember this great event, being 
a very small child.  I have heard my father say that he took me to the 
funeral and that I yelled so when the band played that he had to take me 
home. That was 86 years ago this September.  The burial was in 
Phoenixville where a suitable monument marks his resting place. 

“Rest Patriot in thy Hillside Grave, 

 Beside the form that bore thee, 

 Long may the flag that thou died to save 

 Her bannered stars wave o’er thee.” 



The great Van Amberg Circus, I well remember this for an incident 
happened at that time I shall never forget, and let my actions that day be a 
warning to all boys.  Pardon me, I digress.  I had an uncle that lived in 
Norwich, CT of the firm of Lippitt & Harwood, wholesale groceries.  I met 
Uncle George at the store one day.  This was before the circus.  The town 
was plastered with posters and pictures of the circus.  “Well Warren,” 
Uncle George said, “I see that the circus is coming to town and I suppose 
that you are going?”  I told him I wanted to go.  He said “I will give you a 
dollar to stay away from the circus.”  A dollar looked pretty big to me in 
those days, and under the impulse of the moment, little realizing what I 
was doing, I said to him, “Uncle George I will do it.”  He handed me one of 
those big silver dollars that were in circulation at that time.  Well, the circus 
came and I with the other boys followed the parade around the square.  I 
remember the lady sitting in the chair in the cage with lions and tigers.  The 
circus was held on a lot opposite Fred Bowen’s.  The rest of the boys went 
into the tents.  I did not intend to go in.  Now just see how the old devil 
tempted me (so boys look out for he is always looking for victims).  I was 
walking around the big tents looking at the horses and other things when a 
man opened a flap in the big tent with a pail in his hand and motioned to 
me.  “Here, boy,” he said, get me a pail of water and I will give you a ticket 
into the circus.”  So I took the pail and went down to the James Deans place 
(where Mrs. Cunningham lives) and got a pail of water.  When I got back to 
the big tent the man was not at the door so I stepped inside with the pail of 
water and there I was in the circus.  The man came to me and gave me a 
ticket and I saw the circus. 

     I did not sleep much that night thinking of what I had done and the 
promise that I had made to Uncle George.  On his next trip to Eastford I met 
him at the store.  I held out the silver dollar to him and said, “Uncle George 
I have told you a lie.”  Then I told him the circumstances.  Well, he laughed 
and said, “I am glad that you saw the circus.  Any boy would have done 
that.  I would have myself.”  He made me keep the dollar. 

     In back of where Gilbert Deane lives stood the Old Stone Mill, the ruins 
of which are still to be seen today.  This was a two-story building and was 
run by Benjamin Benson.  Wool cloth and yarn were manufactured here.  It 
employed 12 or 15 men and women.  Wages in those days were very low 
compared to the present time.  I have heard my Mother say (weavers of 



today take notice) that she worked in the mill weaving (before and after 
she was married) for 75 cents a day.  There are remnants of a parlor carpet 
up to my old home that she bought with money working at weaving in the 
mill.  But I am digressing. 

     There was a ditch that ran down from the New Dam Pond that carried 
water down to this mill and supplied the fuel that turned the Overshot 
water wheel.  What large ponderous water wheels those old wheels were, 
10 or 12 feet in diameter and 8 or 10 feet long!  They had V-shaped buckets 
or troughs attached all the way around them. The water poured onto the 
buckets from an apron that led from the flume.  They turned very slowly 
but they were geared to a large drum pulley 6 feet or so in diameter.  They 
belted to this larger pulley and got the speed.  I well remember the Old 
Breast wheel in my father’s mill.  Today these wheels are a museum 
piece.  The Turbine wheels came after these old wheels and now the 
motors and electrical wheels.  How everything has changed in the years 
gone by!  What will the future years bring to us?  Most everything will be 
mechanically operated and all we will have to do will be to sit still and 
watch it work. 

     Now of will tell of a custom that was in practice in the town and not 
many of the Eastford people have heard of it. It was the tolling of the bell in 
the Congregational Church when anyone in the village died.  Deacon 
Barrows used to do the tolling of the bell, but when he got along in years he 
would have me do it.  I used to go up to the church, ring the bell a few 
times and then climb 3 or 4 flights of stairs to the belfry.  I used to tilt the 
bell a little, tie it with a rope.  The bell clapper had a ball near the end, just 
room enough below it, to get a good hand hold.  We tolled the bell in 
strokes of 10, that is, we tolled up to 10 then stopped a few seconds, then 
began again until we had tolled the years of the person’s age, then waited a 
few seconds and made one stroke of the bell for a man and two for a 
woman.  We received 25 cents for this service, paid by the relatives of the 
deceased.  One old lady I remember died in town over 90 years old.  I 
certainly earned my 25 cents that time.  This custom went out of practice 
years ago.  If the people in town now should hear the bell ring in the 
daytime the Eastford Fire Dept. would soon be out. 

     Well I guess that I have written about enough.  There are other persons 
with abler pens than mine who are more capable of writing of Old Eastford 



than I am, so I am going to give them a chance to show their talents.  I feel 
the muse is leaving me so I will stop writing.   Glad of it too, I hear you say, 
of all your musings, this is best. 

     Before I retire I am going to sing you the first verse of a song that I used 
to sing and which expresses my sentiments, are you all listening? 

 

“Oh, how I long for these good old days, 

 When the people were honest and true, 

 Before the brains were crazed and muddled 

 By everything strange and new. 

 When every man was a working man and earned his livelihood, 

 When the women were smart and industrious 

 And lived for their family’s good. 

 Of the days of Andrew Jackson and old Grandfather Grimes 

 For the cider was good and the food was pure 

 In Old Pod Augus times.” 

 

And Now, Bon Nuit 

 


