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A New Look on an Old Family: The 
Reed Family through Rediscovered 
Archival Records. 
Written by Ryan D. Hayward 
 
     Within Townsend Harbor stands the 
landmark museum and headquarters of the 
Townsend Historical Society. The Reed 
Homestead operates as a historic house 
museum and is one of many across the 
country. The National Trust for Historic 
Preservation estimates there are more than 
15,000 similar institutions across the country. 
Thankfully, we still outnumber McDonalds, 
Dunkin Donuts and even Starbucks. With such 
an impressive number of competitors, we 
stand apart in a crowd. Our museum is 
dedicated to the preservation of an ambitious 
work of architecture, its signature occupants 
and their material possessions. We may be 
locally focused, but that does not diminish our 
link to regional and national contexts. It is 
easy to forget that many regular individuals, 
merely living their lives, contribute to the 
broad patterns of American history. A 
growing interest in this field has spurred the 
preservation and digitization of resources 

buried in old archives. These primary and 
secondary resources have been made available 
on the internet and offer new information on 
our first family. Partnering this with vital 
records, letters, photos, journals, ledgers and 
hundreds (if not thousands) of artifacts, we get 
a different, yet familiar, glimpse of everyday 
life. Although we would like to take credit for 
it, the story is entirely crafted by the Reed 
family. Our part is to interpret and narrate the 
clues left behind. We pull back the veil and 
open the window on the past to give a better 
look at a different time. 
 
     Oliver Reed Jr. was a prosperous tanner 
who ran a lucrative business in Townsend 
Harbor for thirty-five years. Details about his 
early life are limited. We can only piece 
together glimpses using existing government 
records. He was born in Westford, 
Massachusetts, on July 25, 1779. The first of 
five children belonging to farmer Oliver Read 
Sr. (1756-1791) and Abigail Read (1758-
1838), he was raised on a modest thirteen-acre 
farm and received some education at the 
district schoolhouse. His childhood abruptly 
ended at the tender age of twelve when his  

(Continued on page 4) 
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Townsend Historical Society News and Notes 
 

From the Keeping Room… 
President’s Overview by Ryan D. Hayward 
 
     It may be early but signs of spring have appeared in 
Townsend Harbor. The characteristic melody of the cardinal 
can be heard from the trees. Ice has thawed and water crashes 
over the dam. Cool nights give way to warmer days. Nature is 
just ramping up while we have been busy. We’re happy to 
report a small sample of all the new and exciting things we’ve 
prepared for you. 
 
     Although the change is small, you might have noticed the 
newsletter has been dressed up. The editor felt a need to 
streamline the look. Although different, there are all the 
familiar elements. We can’t erase our history after all. It is 
also bursting with history. This time around, we couldn’t fit it 
all on eight pages. 
 
     It is hard to imagine websites or emails becoming 
antiquated. The term evokes a feeling of being outdated and 
they are anything but that. In the digital age, things have to 
adapt to meet the needs of our computers, tablets, and smart 
phones. Our new website and email are going live. You can 
check them out. Don’t worry, you can still reach us on Yahoo 
until the end of the year and the old website has been saved. 
Just be sure you update your address book and check back 
online for new content. 
 
     A massive cleanup effort is underway to spruce up our 
general appearance. A sweep was made in the office in early 
January. Warmer March days allowed a full assault on dust to 
take place in the attic. The shakedown revealed some great 
treasures that we promise we’ll share. It has also prepared the 
artifacts for cataloging, perhaps by an intern next spring. 
When temperatures increase again, we’ll turn our attention to 
the grist mill and cooperage. These are already neat so it will 
hopefully be short and sweet.   
 
     You will notice a full range of programs planned 
throughout the year. Details are still being developed for those 
later in the year but mark your calendars now. New are the 
summer Saturday hours alongside our normal array.  
 
      Last, we have a full range of projects to finish up this year 
to clean the slate. Final repairs to the Copeland Cooper Shop 
is top priority. Maintenance to the cooperage and exterior 
paint touchup on the Reed House are next. These will clear 
the way to giving full attention to new projects in the fall. 
Looking forward to a productive  year with you all! 

It Takes A Village: Volunteers Needed for 
the Newsletter  
 
     You know the age old expression and it rings true here. 
There is a large collaborative effort needed to make the 
newsletter. In order to ensure we maintain the high quality set 
by our predecessors, we need volunteers to take on the work. 
Please consider joining us. Why should you help? Well here 
are some of the best thoughts: 
 
It’s Fast: only involves a few hours every few months! 
It’s Fun: you get to preview all the exciting happenings ahead 
of time! 
It’s Easy: most work can be completed at home on your own 
time. Mailings are done in a quick get together.   
 
Contributions for articles are welcome. Just let us know if 
you’d like to share some local history and we’ll be happy to 
accommodate you. If you’re interested in helping, please give 
us a call or email so we can get you started. No experience is 
necessary.  
 

 
 
 
 
Thank you Sterilite Corporation 
 
     A huge “thank you” from all of us at Society to the Sterilite 
Corporation for their generous donation of containers. They’ll 
go to a great cause, helping the organization continue to sort 
and preserve our collections of artwork, journals, artifacts, and 
historical photographs that make Townsend unique! 

Did you know… that you can help us simply by shopping 
online? Amazon will donate .5% of your purchase through 
their charity, Amazon Smile. Visit https://smile.amazon.com/ 
and select Townsend Historical Society from the list of 
charitable organizations.  
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 This newsletter is 
published by the 
Townsend Historical 
Society exclusively for 
its members. If you have 
enjoyed this issue and 
are not already a 
member, please consider 
joining our organization.  
 

About Us: 
 

The Townsend Historical 
Society is a 501(c)3 non-
profit organization. We 
are dedicated to 
collecting, preserving 
and sharing the history of 
our hometown.  

 

Your membership is 
critical to supporting our 
properties and projects. 

 

The Society owns and 
maintains five historic 
buildings: the Reed 
Homestead, the 
Spaulding Cooperage 
and Grist Mill, the 
Harbor Church and the 
Copeland Cooper Shop. 

 

The Townsend Historical 
Society provides 
exhibits, and programs 
for adults, educational 
programs for school 
children, research 
assistance and tours. 
 

 Contact Us: 
 

Email: 
Info@TownsendHistorical 

Society.org (one word) 
 

Telephone: 

978-597-2106 
 

Website: 
www.townsendhistorical 
society.org (one word) 

If you would like to see more updates about our 
news, events and photos, you can find us online on 
Facebook, Pinterest and Instagram! Just search 
“Townsend Historical Society”. See you there!  

 

Earning a Merit Badge in 
Community Outreach 
Written by Taber Morrell 
 
     Amidst a sea of colorful, lightweight, state
-of-the-art tents, the traditional canvas shelter 
of the Townsend Minutemen stood out quite a 
bit. The tent’s occupants certainly stood out of 
the crowd as well, dressed in Revolutionary 
War-era clothing and sporting muskets as 
Townsend Historical Society members had the 
chance to join local Boy Scout troops in 
Willard Brook State Forest for their Klondike 
Winter Camporee! 
 
     A number of units from the surrounding 
region were camping out, so we were able to 
meet and talk with more than 100 scouts over 
the weekend. The Townsend Minutemen drew 
crowds, presenting live musket firing, drilling, 
and marching demonstrations. We discussed 
Revolutionary War history and how the people 
of Townsend contributed to the cause. 
 
     For lunch, we tried our hand at following a 
colonial recipe for chicken fricassee over an 
open fire. Some of the original recipes from 
the time actually call for pigeon to be used, 
but we stuck with the chicken approach! The 
1770s recipe ended up being delicious and 
everyone was able to enjoy it and warm up 

with a mug of hot mulled cider. And of course 
there was the classic Boy Scout brown bread 
bake-off, for which the Townsend Minutemen 
had the chance to be judges! 
 
     We were joined by members of His 
Majesty's 4th "King's Own" Regiment of Foot 
Light Infantry Company. It proved to be a 
fantastic learning opportunity for the Boy 
Scouts and reenactors alike, to be able to see 
differences in the equipment and drilling 
between the rebels and redcoats! As a bonus, 
these particular redcoats happened to be 
hilarious and very nice, so we didn’t feel too 
badly about fraternizing with the enemy on 
this occasion. 
 
     All of us at the Townsend Historical 
Society really enjoy living history events like 
this. We have the chance not only to teach the 
exciting history of our town, but also to 
actively play a positive role in being a part of 
our community today! Getting people excited 
about our history, helping to preserve it, and 
having fun with local friends is a perfect 
combination for a historical society. We’re 
planning many more living history events, so 
be on the lookout if you’d like to learn more 
about Townsend’s past or even see what it’s 
like to take a step back into it! 
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Yesterday’s News 

father, just thirty-five, passed away. His mother struggled. 
The barely solvent estate would not support a widow and 
three minors indefinitely. To help, the Probate Court in 
Cambridge appointed guardians to raise the children until age 
fourteen. His youngest sister Lucy went to Dunstable. He and 
Patty chose to stay with Zaccheus Wright, Esq., of Westford. 
Sometime after reaching maturity, he learned his lifelong 
profession. From here out, he would work in earnest to 
improve his station. He arrived in Townsend after 1800. Here, 
he found a neighborhood full of industrial enterprises. He 
found employment in the tan houses on the banks of the 
Harbor Pond. This was laid out by miller John Conant before 
1771 and was bustling with activity. In addition to the two 
businesses, there was a blacksmith shop, potash mill, barn, 
and rough framed dwelling house. The proprietor overseeing 
all was John Jewett (1769-1844), a tanner from Hollis, New 
Hampshire. He acquired the business in 1798 and for a time 
lived in the rudimentary building with his family including 
wife, Jean Ames (1770-1830) and two children. A third, the 
first born, tragically drowned in the adjacent waterway in 
1799. When Reed arrived, Jewett was flourishing. He had just 
replaced the old house with a new Federal Style dwelling. It 
contained the latest in form, function, and finishes. Above all, 
it represented a very visual display of high social standing. 
Reed must have wanted it to show the fruits of his hard labor. 
Success came on April 17, 1809, when he paid $900 to Ralph 
Winslow Jewett (1779-1842) for 1 ½ acre of land with 
buildings thereon. This Jewett was a prosperous West India 
goods merchant and brother to the former Jewett. He was also 
one of Reed's first clients. His name appears within the first 
few pages of his business ledger which details his activities 
from 1809 through 1839. The benefit of purchasing the entire 
enterprise probably solidified prospects with the young girl he 
was courting. Twenty-year-old Letty Wilson lived on the 
south side of the Harbor Pond. She was born in Stoddard, 
New Hampshire, in 1788 a daughter of James Wilson (1741-
1808) and Hannah Parker (1754-1844). She was just two 
when her parents purchased the home she was raised in. She 
remained here until her marriage, and the move to a new 
home was not drastic or far. The pair announced their intent 
on December 18, 1809, and they were joined three days later 
on December 21. The couple waited some time to start a 
family, but she ultimately bore him five children in total: 
James Wilson (1814-1815), Catherine Fletcher (1816-1899), 
James Oliver (1819-1905), Harriet J. (1821-1907) and Hannah 
Wilson (1825-1880). Only their first born did not survive into 

(Continued from page 1) 

adulthood. The rest of their children grew with each passing 
year. Life marched on in unison with the seasons but there 
was otherwise little change to the surroundings. By the time 
the third decade of the nineteenth century, the adjacent water 
powered mill businesses included a grist, cooperage, foundry 
and fulling operation. A look at the business ledger for the 
same period illustrates a steady flow of raw materials into 
finished products for customers local and distant. Towards the 
end of the same decade, there is a shift to become a quasi-loan 
and bartering establishment. Using his accumulated wealth, he 
purchased additional lands and buildings, loaned money to 
community members and traded for household essentials. This 
would be the family’s steady income source for decades. Reed 
himself was still tanning at the age of fifty-nine when he died 
on April 13, 1839. He was given a slate headstone and buried 
beneath it at Hillside Cemetery. His estate was probated, and 
an inventory completed the following year. It amounted to 
five times that of his fathers, a testament to the legacy he built 
for his family. The widow received her customary ⅓ of the 
estate. The remainder would be divided into ¼ shares for his 
children. This fractional ownership would remain into the 
twentieth century. For the next seventy years, the house would 
be shared by many descendants.  
 
      The Reed beneficiaries all became leading citizens in their 
community because of Oliver’s hard work. James Oliver, aged 
twenty and the only male, took his inheritance in cash and 
applied it towards his career. Family lore notes he went to sea 
and that was likely with a merchant vessel that prepared him 
for life as a clerk. He served at a local country store and later a 
Boston flour and grain dealer. He ultimately started his own 
trading establishment in Stoddard, then New Ipswich and 
finally Mason, New Hampshire. Daughter Catherine Fletcher 
married successful blacksmith Asa Daby (1797-1887) in 1849. 
He had a thriving business with his brother under the name 
A&E Daby. A contemporary account notes their careful 
attention to detail afforded them a high degree of success. She 
moved to Harvard where the newlyweds shared a fashionable 

1790 Census record for Oliver Reed Senior in Westford, MA. 

A view of the industrial activity in Townsend Harbor. 
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double house with his brother directly opposite the common. 
Hannah Wilson was the next to marry. She wed Ebenezer 
Crosby Willard (1821-1895) in 1855. He was a successful 
merchant and trader whose previous marriage ended in 
misfortune. His wife and two children all died over a three 
month period between August and October of 1848. He 
moved on, and the new marriage resulted in two children: 
Letty born in 1858 and Kate “Kitty” in 1863. Unlike the rest 
of her siblings, daughter Harriet remained home as a spinster 
with her aging mother. Letty continued to keep house for 
twenty-five years. Per a description of her portion of the estate 
dated November 11, 1840, she was allowed to use the rooms 
at the western half of the house, the scullery, well, wood 
house, hog stye, new barn, a portion of the old barn, granary 
and a considerable amount of land. She was asked in 1844 to 
appear before Paul Gerrish, the Town Assessor, to provide a 
list of her assets for taxes. Among the items included on this 
document were: ½ house, ½ barn, ½ corn house and 2 acres of 
land, 6 acres of woodlots, 2 oxen, 2 poor cows, seven sheep, 
and 1 swine. Her homestead assets were surveyed and drawn 
approximately a decade later by James Thompson of Groton. 
The Peterborough and Shirley Railroad arrived in 1847 and, 
although no date is indicated, it was likely generated for 
documentary purposes by mid-century. Also around this time, 
she had a portrait taken to document her figure as the 
matriarch of a prosperous family. Following a brief illness, 
she died on September 25, 1864, at the elderly age of sixty-
six. In her will, she directed executor Asa Daby to distribute 
various amounts of money to children and grandchildren with 
the caveat that it be free from possession by present or future 
spouses. Her personal property, aside from a few specifics 
mentioned, would be divided among her daughters. Finally, 
the largest distribution was $1,000 left to Harriet along with 
the “Taylor Place” or the proceeds from its sale. This allowed 
her to live indefinitely at the homestead. She remained alone 
but maintained an active social life. She had numerous friends 
close and abroad. Her solitude ended after 1872 when 
Hannah, distraught with grief, moved in to recover from the 
death of her daughter. Letty Willard died at the age of thirteen 
of “congestion of the brain.” Although the exact diagnosis of 
this can be different, it can be a side effect of scarlet fever – 
common among children. The stay started as temporary but 
became permanent. As the years went on, Hannah became 
more of a burden. Her behavior was erratic and strange. 
Harriet could not provide the comfort she craved. With no 
ability to overcome her depression, Hannah committed suicide 

at the house on November 19, 1880. Harriet was disturbed by 
the whole ordeal and could not live in the house alone. She 
closed the residence and went to live with her brother in 
Mason. The house remained largely unchanged and 
uninhabited for the next three decades. Some visits did occur 
and were documented. Two 1897 photographs record the well-
kept condition of the house as it approached its centennial. In 
one, Harriet Reed, Amanda Emory, and Mary Spaulding stand 
in the front yard next to a white picket fence. This was 
probably among her last visits to the house. Catherine died on 
June 13, 1899, and was buried in Ayer. James Oliver died on 
May 1, 1905, and is buried in Mason. Two years later, Harriet 
became the last of the original Reed children to pass on 
February 14, 1907, at the advanced age of 86. 

Advertisement for Concord Grapes grown by James Oliver 
Reed Junior, grandson of Oliver Reed, in West Townsend. 

Plans for residence of J. J. Larkin by George E. Strout. His 
own residence at 34 Fiske Street in Waltham is similar design. 

     Most of the surviving Reed grandchildren heirs disinvested 
themselves from the property in the early twentieth century. 
This ended the fractional ownership and allowed heirlooms to 
remain with the building. By 1910, there were nine shares 
held by stakeholders. These included: James Oliver Reed Jr. 
(1858-1927) and Kate Willard Sampson (1863- ). Controlling 
interest, however, was held by forty-four-year-old Harriet 
Caroline Reed Strout. She was born on March 3, 1866, in 
Highbridge, New Hampshire as the second and only other 
child of James Oliver Reed and Caroline Rebecca Hildreth 
(1829-1920).  She attended the Mason district school then 
later Appleton Academy where she graduated. She taught for 
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a few years before she was married. She inherited shares in 
the Townsend property from her namesake aunt who had no 
children of her own. Her brother was one of the other 
shareholders. She met future husband George Edwin Strout 
(1859-1930) in nearby Greenville, New Hampshire. He was 
born in Ellsworth, Maine, the son of Addison J. Strout (1832-
1864) and Amanda L. Wilbur (1840- ). The couple married on 
January 21, 1883, and had two children: Letty Amanda born 
in 1884 and Oliver H. in 1885. Her son did not survive his 
first year. By the time of this purchase, her new partner was 
working as a successful architect. He designed high style 
contemporary residences in suburban Boston but mostly 
concentrated around his own home. The family had a 
beautiful Victorian residence in Waltham, a thriving mill town 
on the banks of the Charles River. Most impressive, he 
remarkably recovered from a broken neck injury that occurred 
four years earlier. In 1906, newspapers reported he was 
injured by a falling bed frame. He was transported to Boston 
City Hospital where they used an x-ray image to diagnose the 
problem. He was put into a special brace and moved home. 
He could not work because he suffered from temporary 
paralysis. Slowly, he regained his strength and went back to 
work. In May 1910, Harriet purchased or was gifted, the 
outstanding shares. It did not include, however, the interior 
contents. These were promptly auctioned. It was said that 
Harriet purchased and personally walked things back indoors 
as they were sold to her. The survival of so many original 
artifacts within their associated building is attributed to her 
forward thinking. Her desire to preserve her family’s history 
is still being appreciated.  This happy occasion was 
overshadowed by a divorce that occurred in 1914, ending a 
thirty-one-year marriage. From here on, her grandfather’s 
house became her full-time residence. Like others before her, 
she only occupied part of the building and did so with 
minimal change. She added stoves for heat in lieu of the 
fireplaces. She added indoor plumbing including a sink and 
bathroom. When electricity came, she wired for illumination. 
When the sheds burned to the ground, she replaced them with 
a two car garage, horse stall, privy, and woodshed. These 
eventually collapsed in winter during the Great Depression. 
The Hurricane of 1938 caused the entire basement to flood. 
The water threatened to carry away the house, but it subsided 
before doing so. Harriet and the Reed House remained. While 
living here, she maintained a very active social life. She 
belonged to a number of community clubs. The front parlor 
played host to many of their meetings. Outdoors, she turned 
the yards into beautiful planting beds. Her flowers were said 
to bring cheer to the entire community. She departed life on 
February 24, 1943, at Sunnyside Rest Home in Whalom at the 
age of eighty-one. Her loss was mourned by many friends. 
Her plantings lived on in her absence for a number of years. 
 
     Harriet was the last full-time occupant of the Reed House. 
Ownership passed to Letty Amanda Strout Proctor who at the 
time was a fifty-nine-year-old teacher.   She was born in 
Lawrence in 1884 and graduated from Waltham High School 

in 1902. She continued her education at Wellesley College 
where she graduated by 1907. She began teaching at the Allen 
School in Newton and later worked for the Needham school 
system. She married Walter Edward Proctor (1877-1965) in 
Waltham on October 19, 1910. Their wedding was well 
documented in the local newspapers as far away as New 
Hampshire. A notable mention is that the writeup highlights 
that she was the only grandchild of Mr. and Mrs. James Oliver 
Reed. In their advanced years, both made the trip to Waltham 
to witness the ceremony.  The couple had two children: E. 
Hildreth Proctor (1912-2000) and Robert Reed Proctor Sr. 
(1915- ).The family used the house as a weekend cottage and 
hunting lodge until age prevented Letty and Walter from 
traveling here. She alone sold the property to her children on 
September 5, 1969, for the token price of $1. The house was 
maintained virtually unchanged. Interested in seeing the old 
house utilized, the building was offered to the Townsend 
Historical Society for their collections. On June 14, 1973, the 
organization paid $22,500 for the dwelling and its contents to 
preserve the building as a memorial to the Reed Family. The 
organization has maintained the building as a museum for the 
last forty-five years. 

     While the window on the past must close, it is certainly not 
all that there is to offer on the Reed Family. This is only a 
fraction of the resources available to researchers. There are 
unread letters, drawers, clothing, and an attic of treasures still 
waiting to have their history revealed. You can only pack so 
much before the newsletter explodes. Also, this short tale tells 
us when and where the family lived. The museum offers the 
scarce opportunity to connect it with the how and why 
through architecture and artifacts. Be sure to visit during our 
summer hours when our docents will be offering a revised 
tour highlighting this and other histories. You might also think 
about joining us for our signature fall and holiday open house. 
This story, our events and you, our members, help us stand 
apart from the National Trust statistic. We are a rare and 
diminishing commodity. Let us keep filling volumes so that 
history is not lost again. Just think, if all this can be found 
about one house, what else remains to be discovered 
throughout the community? 

Greenville, NH, Fireman’s Ball program and dance card. 



7 

 

  

 

History within the Walls 
Written by Clare Kauppi 
 
     The map of 1856 tags the house as the Gen. George Green 
house. And yes, research does tell us that the Greens did in 
fact live here at this time. However, there was a lot more 
history that had transpired prior to this time. 
 
      Recorded history tells us that in 1785, a warning was out 
for a young man from Hollis, N.H. by the name of Life 
Baldwin.  Life was born in 1763, became a lieutenant in the 
Revolutionary War and moved to Townshend at the age of 22 
yrs.  At that time  Townshend Harbor was the hub of the 
town.  All activity transpired there.  On the corner, directly 
opposite the Spaulding counting house, was the first 
proprietor owned store.  Owner Life Baldwin provided for his 
wife Polly and their 5 children with this store. The foundation 
of this building remains at the corner of the road under 
approximately 2 feet of soil. Life Baldwin died very young in 
1799 at the age of 36 yrs.  His cause of death is unrecorded in 
the town archives, perhaps because he served as the town 
clerk and therefore there was no one to make the record.  Life 
is buried as a Revolutionary War veteran in the Old Cemetery 
on Highland St. 
 
 Upon Life's death, the acreage he owned was divided 
into thirds to be inherited by his 3 sons.  A few years passed 
when George Green from Pepperell acquired one parcel of 
such land with its buildings thereon.  This most likely 
happened after his marriage in 1814 to Polly Baldwin, the 
youngest child of Life and Polly Baldwin. It was likely at this 
point in time that the current house was built, circa 1815.  It 
must have been a huge undertaking as the foundation is made 
of large granite blocks, probably taken from the    Harbor 
quarry out on Warren Rd. The wooden frame is all post and 
beam construction, a sturdy house that doesn't creak or groan 
in the wind. The woodshed was in the rear of the house and 
the outhouse in its northeast corner of it.  It had a small 
permanent window to provide light. The brick chimney in the 

woodshed has access for a wood stove with its singular flue 
going up into the second floor joining another flue coming up 
from the fireplace with beehive oven on the front side of the 
chimney. It was stated at the last sale of the property that this 
part of the house had been moved on site from down the road.  
The foundation under it belies this.  Yet, there are period 
differences to this house. The woodwork, windows and doors, 
in the downstairs were all wood grained. The backside of a 
door still remains untouched. Four pseudo fireplaces  are fitted 
for coal stoves, up and downstairs; a more Victorian design in 
architecture.  There are designer lintels over the doors and 
windows on the first floor as can be seen on the outside of the 
house. The windows are all original except where renovations 
occurred over the years. 
 
     The horsehair plaster walls found throughout the house 
were all wallpapered. Back in the nineteenth century, people 
who had wallpapered rooms were considered prosperous.  
Perhaps George Green was a successful businessman, building 
a new store next to the new railroad depot and serving as the 
town clerk. On the walls of the second floor hall, there 
remains the paper that was most probably the first to grace 
these walls as it is impossible to easily remove it.  Past owners 
agreed; it is indestructible. Interestingly, the motif on the 
paper is a country scene of a cooperage and barrels being 
transported. All this before coopering was the life thread of 
Townsend and before the Spaulding Cooperage was utilized 
for barrel-making. 
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From the Archives 

Unmentionables: A Short Tale about  
Long Underwear 
Written by Ryan D. Hayward 

 
     The clothing collection at the Reed House is one of the 
many treasures of our archives. It is filled with wearing 
apparel spanning two centuries. Some are beautiful and 
others…not so much. Our diligent volunteers have been 
working to document every aspect of these items. It can be 
monotonous for the dozens of plain Jane articles that are 
utilitarian in nature. This sneak peek into the cataloging 
process is a good representation of how unassuming textiles 
can have quite a history. On a cold February morning, 
workers in the keeping room were puzzled by a white 
woman's undershirt with two pockets in the chest. Not certain 
if it was for anatomy, accommodation or alteration, the 
question was put to the great and glorious internet for an 
answer. Social media worked its magic; it took a half dozen 
guesses before a solid explanation was found. Unexpectedly, 
the answer took us on a journey spanning several states and 
countries. The resulting story that developed took us from a 
tiny rural town to the runways of the Empire City. We met 
some major entrepreneurs and their inventions. Finally, we 
were able to see just how far fashion has come in the last 
century. Things may have changed but there are always nods 
to the past. You'll soon find out how we wear history every 
day. 

     The tiny town of Cuyler, New York, is a farming 
community located about twenty-five miles south of Syracuse. 
Various hamlets, much like our own, are nestled among hilly 
uplands and upon the banks of the Tiohnioga River. It is an 
agricultural environment and not much has changed since the 
nineteenth century. Here was the birthplace of Dr. Lucien 
Calvin Warner (1841-1914), the protagonist of our narrative. 
He was the second son in a farming family and his early life 
parallels that of a young Oliver Reed. His father died young 
and his mother struggled to maintain the homestead. After 
much hardship, the remaining trio moved to Lincklaen to be 
with relatives. This new place was equally as quiet. Warner 
describes it as "…chiefly settled with New England people 
who had gone there from Massachusetts and Connecticut…
they were industrious, thrifty farmers, but conservative and 
lacking with enterprise…". The town center was made up of a 
tavern, blacksmith shop, general store, and a church. Farming 
would be his upbringing, although he saw no merit in this 
profession. "There is no variety or inspiration in hoeing a 
long row of corn or potatoes." He was bored and wanted to 
improve his economic standing. At first opportunity, he 
became a school teacher. This guided him to his future career. 
Hard work landed him a scholarship to attend Oberlin 
College. He graduated after participating in the Civil War. He 
pursued additional studies in Medicine and attended New 
York University. To pay for classes, he set up a practice in 
Freetown, New York one summer. He recalled years later that 
"such an act would now seem preposterous and would 
probably be illegal, but at that time no objection seemed to 
have been made to it" He evidently made out well enough by 
confidently claiming "no one was made worse by my 
immature medical practice". He graduated with a doctorate 
and later received several honorary degrees for his advanced 
education. 
 
     Ready to settle into a lucrative career, Dr. Warner set up 
practice in New York City. He had few patients in his first 
years. He did, however, manage to keep himself afloat with a 
lecture series in partnership with his brother. His only sibling 
was an established physician and he would capitalize on this. 
The pair focused on well-known ailments of the time. Warner 
chiefly attacked women's corsets. Designed to hold the body 
into a particular shape, this undergarment was commonly 
worn by virtually every social class. They were dangerous for 
their constricting, rigid construction that changed the natural 
anatomical lines. It was known to crack ribs and rearrange 
organs. Despite these life-threatening aspects, they remained 
popular. Warner went to work eroding their benefits but few 
heeded his warnings. Unwilling to give up, he took to the 
drawing board with his wife to design a sensible garment. It 
was unveiled as the "healthy corset" for its ability to allow 
free movement. The secret of its success was two woven 
pieces of coralline fabric which were in stark contrast to 
unforgiving steel boning. The change was enough to garner 
the attention of young ladies looking for more freedom from 
tight-fitting fashions. Word spread quickly and popularity 
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increased. They quickly outgrew home production and even 
the local tailor shop. A factory was opened in Bridgeport, 
Connecticut under the auspices of the Warner Brothers Corset 
Company. A few years after this, the company went 
international. Success was short and sweet. The original 
Warner Brothers became millionaires for their invention. 

     The personal memoirs of Dr. Warner are a goldmine for 
tidbits of history which otherwise would have been forgotten. 
To the end of this little volume, while giving sound advice on 
business practices, we come across a brief description of a 
failed clothing line. Corporations always seek to increase their 
profitability by expanding offerings. The Warner Brothers 
operation was no different. In 1887, a special underwear 
division was added to the company. The product was released 
as "Dr. Warner's Healthy Underwear" to see if it would be 
adopted by the masses. It was a two-piece set that allowed 
even more flexibility in adjusting the garb. It was made from a 
blend of wool and camel hair which allowed several 
advantages. It was warm in the winter but had the same 
weight as cotton or linen, it protected against changes in 
temperature, resisted fading and discoloration and last, it did 
not shrink. Charles Stanfield first invented this process and 
there was an obvious attempt by others to make similar 
claims. Last, although often unfounded, the underwear 
claimed to have various benefits to preventing colds, 
consumption, rheumatism, malaria and a host of other 
ailments common at the time.  Unfortunately, the product line 
was not a success. The product generated significant losses 
amounting to one hundred thousand dollars by the time the 
operation shuttered in 1894. Sometime during that window, 
these articles fell into the hands of one of the Reed Women. 
With railroad access, undoubtedly one of the local stores 
carried or ordered this abnormality. Ms. Harriet Reed is a 

     Corsets were not the only type of undergarments available 
to women at the time. Designers were experimenting and new 
products were hitting the market. The most desirable of the 
day was a one-piece button up known as a Union Suit. It was 
crafted in Ultica, New York, and was specifically marketed to 
women. It was made from soft material and was often colored 
red to match the rich fabrics found in dresses. The original 
patent hails it as "Emancipation Union Under Flannel". It was 
one of the only alternatives to constrictive articles. 
Surprisingly, it was adopted by both sexes in short order. 
Despite filling a niche, it had competition and it came from 
Canada. Charles E. Stanfield and his brother were immigrant 
millwrights who established successful woolen businesses in 
Quebec, Prince Edward Island, and Nova Scotia. They 
realized there was a flaw in the design of the one piece: the 
amount of time necessary to undress for the necessary. This 
gave rise to their popular nickname: "Long Johns". The 
answer was to add a buttoned convenience flap to the rear. 
This improvement allowed the one piece to remain popular 
throughout the end of the nineteenth century. Thereafter 
antiquated, it became synonymous with those that prized it 
most: rural farmers in colder climates. Its downfall came in 
the wake of new two-piece underwear sets. 

possible candidate. She was an avid reader, as can be attested 
by the number of books and newspapers. Warner spent 
upward of fifty thousand dollars annually to publicize his 
products. Somewhere, she likely found his ads. What makes 
this writer confident that these articles are the same offered by 
Warner Co. are the character-defining breast gussets shown in 
period illustrations. They were introduced as a one size fits all 
garments. A scouring of other manufacturers suggests that 
Warner held a patent to this design. Few recreated this item 
once it was phased out of operation. Perhaps there was a flaw 
that this modern writer has missed. 
 
     Fashion, like so many other trends, moves in cycles. Our 
story has come full circle when we return to the present. The 
businesses began by both Warner and Stanfield remain with us 
today. Stanfield Limited is the smaller of the two operations. 
They still produce a line of trendy clothing products for those 
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living in eastern Canada. Warner Brothers, on the other hand, 
led the charge in change for women's fashion for more than a 
century. Becoming Warnerco Group in the twentieth century, 
the organization unveiled some of the most iconic pieces in 
clothing history. The best-known item is Mary Phelp Jacobs 
brassier (now called bra for short) which replaced corsets and 
constructive clothing overnight. Once again, Warner's 
company had a wave of tremendous success. The company 
almost went under but emergence in the present with new 
leadership and new clothing lines. The business today issues 
trending products under the name Kelvin Klien, Victoria's 
Secret and Speedo. Both still sell underwear but red tape 
saves us from all the unfound claims of being healthy for you. 
I guess the government had enough of all those snake oil 
salesmen taking advantage of consumers. It is remarkable to 
think that all this history can be wrapped up in an item so 
small. We are wearing history every day. Next time you get 
dressed, perhaps you will wonder how your shirt got its shape 
or why pants have a particular form. I know I will be 
wondering what else we can find by scouring the archives. 
You'll have to come to the museum to find out. Be sure to 
visit soon. 

It was given to the Society by Miss Dorothy Page of New 
London, Connecticut who was a relative of Mary Adams.  

An Apple Far from the Tree 
Written by Ed West (republished from 1991) 

 
     On one of the shelves in the Society’s vault is a very 
strange gift which was received ten or twelve years ago [c. 
1980]. It is carefully wrapped in cloth and stored in a little 
wooden box. The object is a 206 year old apple. A letter with 
it tells the story:  
 
“Daniel Smith of Townsend was engaged to Mary Adams of 
Townsend. On the morning of November twenty eight 1786 on 
his way to work chipping he met the said Mary Adams and 
gave her this apple.  
 
The first tree cut fell upon him and killed him. She had not 
eaten the apple so kept it in remembrance of him.  
 
It finally dried up instead of decaying. The fly leaf which 
accompanies the apple gives the date and age of said Daniel 
Smith (“aged twenty one years two months and ten days”).”  

Stevens Brothers Turbine Model 
Written by Ryan D. Hayward 

 
     We are excited to share the first of many hidden gems 
discovered during the recent attic cleanout. For some time, the 
Spaulding Grist Mill has had an enlightening model of its 
framing and inner workings that has captured the attention of 
students, visitors and volunteers. The physical building aside, 
this model was the pinnacle of our industrial collection until 
the re-discovery of the above artifact tucked in the rafters 
among scores of cardboard boxes. Our assemblage just got a 
whole lot cooler. 
 
    The Stevens Brothers, George, Fred, and Augustus, 
operated a water powered stave mill in West Townsend 
(corner of Main St. and Wheeler Rd.). The site worked by an 
antiquated wooden drive wheel until upgraded by the 
entrepreneurs. We assume nothing on the market could meet 
their needs because they invented and patented their own 
design in 1869. As part of the process, a working model was 
prepared. This artifact represents the original concept 
submitted for review. Final drawings were submitted, with 
minor revisions, to the US patent office in 1872. 
 
     Success for the turbine would have been unknown save for 
a complimentary discovery of an industrial scrapbook with 
news about the device. Several mills in the area purchased the 
efficient generator. These included B&AD Fessenden, Walter 
Fessenden and AM Adams. Beyond, they reached New 
Hampshire, Maine, Missouri and even Canada. Unfortunately 
and to our knowledge, none survive. We are simply left with 
this model but we are grateful. We now have one more, 
durable, item which can be used to illustrate great mechanical 
ingenuity by local industrialists. Once the Grist Mill is 
running again, we’ll be sure to have it out on display. 
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Calendar of Events 

Annual Potluck Dinner and Program 
Friday, May 10 - Congregational Church’s Fellowship Hall, 
3 Brookline Street in Townsend Center. 6 PM. 
 
Join us in kicking off our annual season of events. Everyone is 
invited to bring a favorite dish to share, a good appetite for 
food, conversation and a bit of curiosity. Our featured speaker 
is Dee Morris, an accomplished historian, who will be diving 
into the fascinating history of spiritualism.  
 
Reaching into the Beyond: Victorian Spiritualism in 
Greater Boston. 7 PM. 
 
Spiritualists of the 19th century believed that they could 
communicate with those who had "passed away".  Mediums 
provided a tangible means of connecting with deceased loved 
ones. It was a joyful, middle class movement that brought 
great peace to many.  Of course, there were charlatans whose 
main objective was to make money. Their declarations took 
advantage of truth seekers craving definite answers about 
eternity and their own future. Spiritualism offered so much, 
but believers had to be very careful! 
 

Museum Summer Weekend Hours 
 
The Reed House will be open select Saturdays throughout the 
summer for archive access and tours. The dates are: May 11, 
June 1, July 13 and August 10 from 9AM - 1PM. 

Declaring Independence - Then & Now 
Thursday, July 4 - United Methodist Church, 265 Main 
Street in Townsend Center. 6 PM. 
 
Come hear echoes of the past in this riveting performance by 
costumed performers as they struggle with the concept of 
freedom in the same building where it was argued 244 years 
ago. Presented in partnership with Freedom’s Way National 
Heritage Area. 
 

38th Annual Fall Arts and Craft Fair 
September 14, 9 AM-4 PM and 15, 10 AM-4 PM on 
Townsend Common in Townsend Center.  
 

Support our annual fundraiser by attending. The Common will 
feature the works of talented artists and crafters. Many are 
new to the event so we want to give them our best turnout. 
Purchases make great gifts for Christmas (which at that point 
will be around the corner). If you’re hungry, be sure to stop by 
the grill and bake sale tables! 
 

Volunteers and Donations Wanted! The Society is looking 
for volunteers to assist with  event activities. We’re also 
looking for donations of baked items for the sale. Please email 
us if you can contribute. We want to make this our most 
successful fair to date.  

Fall Open House and Encampment 
Saturday, October 5 - Reed House, 72 Main Street in 
Townsend Harbor. 10 AM—4 PM.  
 
The Reed Homestead will be a flurry of activity for a Saturday 
in the past. Tours will be provided on the hour. Reenactors 
will be demonstrating crafts, cooking and the military arts on 
the grounds. Be sure not to miss this exciting opportunity to 
connect with history.  
 

Annual Meeting and Program 
Sunday, November 10 - Memorial Hall, 272 Main Street in 
Townsend Center. 2 PM.  
 
Be ready to hear about the full range of activities we 
accomplished throughout the year. This will be followed by a 
presentation by John L Bell, author of The Road to Concord. 
 

Holiday Open House 
Saturday, December 1 - Reed House,  1 PM—4 PM.  
 
You’re invited to partake in merriment during this festive 
gathering. Christmas cookies and punch will be served. 
Decorations in seasonal spirit will be set to liven the mood. 
Tours are provided to help you step back in time and escape 
the holiday rush. See you there! 
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Please—check your mailing label. The month and year of your membership expiration follow your name. Don’t forget to 
renew when it’s time! Your support helps the Society continue its work saving, preserving and sharing Townsend’s history. 
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