
History of Brookfield
CHAPTER l

Geographical situation - Traditions
respecting the name - Streams - Pond s
-Explanation of the irregular shape of th e
township - Geology - Soil - Origin o f
names, etc .

Brookfield, the township whose history
I propose to write, though occupying i n
situation, and at present in wealth and in-
fluence, a less advantageous and mor e
humble position than many of her sister
towns within the limits of our own laurel-
crowned Vermont, presents, never-
theless, in the circumstances attendin g
her first settlement, a series of events s o
unique, so various, and so interesting, a s
to elicit from occasional visitors, who
amuse themselves by listening to ou r
"old men's tales," a well-grounded sur-
prise that the work of collecting these
facts for publication has been so lon g
neglected . Indeed, I fear that though I d o
no more than act the part of a candi d
historian, yet some of the incidents I have
to record will be charged by the reade r
with partaking more of romance than o f
strict truth; since the toils and privation s
attending an almost neighborless life i n
the wilderness are wholly unknown to us ,
and an appreciation of them seems t o
have died with the generation of hardy
pioneers, who have left to us their virtue
and energy, but not their hardships and
sufferings .

In geographic situation, Brookfield oc-
cupies a portion of that broken, un-
dulating-surface-which-stretches-from th e
Green Mountain range on the West to
Connecticut River Valley on the East, its
elevation above the level of the sea being
from 800 to 900 feet .* Lying nearly on the
height of land between the valleys o f
White and Winooski Rivers, her streams
must necessarily be small and unimpor-
tant; yet the number of rills or brooks is
so great as to give plausibility to the tradi-
tion that from this circumstanc e
originated the name of the town; which
tradition (as there are no strictly reliabl e
data regarding this point) seems entitle d
to equal evidence with the supposition ,
entertained by some, that the name of the
town whence some of the settlers
emigrated was bestowed upon the new
township . The former is certainly a much
*See footnote on page 57 .
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pleasanter idea of the origin of the name ,
for, to those pioneers who give to their
new grants the names of forme r
residences, we must impute an almost un-
pardonable thoughtlessness—to use no
harsher word—in not considering what
confusion must sometime arise from th e
existence of several places of simila r
name in the same confederation of states ;
though perhaps the desire of rendering
the wilderness more homelike would par-
tially excuse them .

- No stream passing within the limits o f
the town has ever been dignified by th e
appellation of River, which name, lik e
many honorary titles among men, seems
to have been bestowed fortuitously, or
with more regard to circumstances and
policy, than to merit. One of our streams ,
perhaps, as well deserves the name as the
many more fortunate ones of neighboring
towns. The Second Branch of White
River, rising in Williamstown, flows
through the entire eastern part of the
town, draining nearly half its area, thenc e
passing through the towns of Randolph
and Bethel, it reaches White River i n
Royalton . This stream, about which is th e
best, and perhaps strictly speaking, the
only meadow land in town, is uniforml y
designated by the inhabitants of
Brookfield "The Branch", and occupie s
the only valley of any extent within th e
town limits.

Near the northern part of the town ,
flowing through the principal village, i s
another stream of-some account, which
takes its rise in Colt's Pond, so called
from the name of a prominent family who
settled near it . This brook, from its siz e
and the never-failing source of its waters ,
affords the most numerous and best mil l
privileges in the town. In the extreme
northwestern corner is a small brook
tributary to Dog River a principal branch
of the Winooski. This is known chiefly as
a favorite resort for trout-fishing . Anothe r
brook, passing near the street known as
The Center, though a small stream, is
noted for its Falls, which are formed in it s
descent to its valley of the Branch, and
furnish a pleasant resort to the fre-
quenters of natural curiosities.

There are several other small streams
in the various parts of the town, but they



are all unimportant with the exception o f
one, known as Ayers' Brook near the
southwestern corner. This brook, both in
respect to the face of the country throug h
which it flows, affording to the admirer of
Nature in her wildest retreats, that
various and picturesque scenery,
nowhere found in purer loveliness tha n
among the ever-verdant hills of Vermont ,
and also in respect to its traditions of ear-
ly days, is justly entitled to the surnam e
of The Romantic . Its name has long bee n
to many a matter of mystery, but a legen-
dary story, which has been handed down
from the first settlers of this town and ad-
joining towns, serves to explain its origin ,
and is probably the true account of it .
Many years previous to the first settle-
ment of Brookfield, during the French
and Indian War, a man named Ayers, who
had for some reason previously run away
from New England, became, through th e
violence of his antipathy to the settlers o f
Vermont, or from motives of revenge, a
guide to the French and Indians in thei r
predatory excursions against the settlers .
He was at last pursued and overtaken-by a
party of English in the western part of thi s
town. After a short consultation, his cap-
tors proceeded to execute him after the
manner of hanging dogs at the present
day. A rope was placed around his neck, a
small tree was bent down, to which the
rope was made fast, then suffered t o
return to its natural position ; and thus the
infamous traitor met the fate which he
deserved. This transaction occurred near
the site of the sawmill owned for man y
years by the late Mr . Abraham Smith, and
its date is supposed to have been about
1755. The stream, which thus derives it s
name from an event of more than a cen-
tury ago, takes its rise in Roxbury, flow s
through a corner of Brookfield into Brain-
tree, thence into Randolph, in which tow n
it enters the third Branch of White Rive r

just below the village -Of-West Randolph.
It is a noticeable fact, mentioned in ou r

hearing by some of the older people as a
result of their own observation, that as
the country becomes cleared, the streams
seem to diminish, and sometimes to
dwindle entirely away. Such a remarkable
phenomenon surely deserves an explana-
tion, and fortunately scientific researches
can readily afford one . Trees, by the im-
mense amount of surface which they pre-
sent when in foliage, absorb and con-
dense moisture from the atmosphere, and
in forests of many miles extent the in-
fluence is perceptible in increasing the
flow of brooks which pass through them .
Of natural ponds, Brookfield possesses a
full complement, no less than seven lyin g
within the limits of the town . Of these,

Colt's Pond is the most important, bein g
about one mile in length and a quarter of
a mile in breadth. Pierce Pond, name d
also from one of the first inhabitants of
the town—Rood Pond, which lies partly in
Williamstown, North Pond, South Pond,
Lamson Pond, etc . are all small, but are
favorite fishing resorts .

Brookfield is situated in latitude be-
tween 43°58' and 44°5' ; in longitude be-
tween 4° 19' and 4°27' East from
Washington; and contains (as was sup-
posed when the town was chartered) 3 6
square miles or 23040 acres . This is,
however, incorrect, for the town contain s
about 25500 acres . Williamstown bounds
the township on the north, Chelsea on th e
east, Randolph and Braintree on the
south, and Roxbury on the west . Its shape
is that of an irregular quadrilateral ,
resembling a trapezoid, the northern an d
southern boundaries being nearl y
parallel .

The irregular, awkward shape of the
town has excited much wonder and in-
quiry, and, according to the earl y
surveyors of the land, the cause of this-i s
as follows. Although the first settlement
of the town was commenced in 1779, ye t
the charter was not obtained for
sometime, owing to the exorbitant fee
(L480) demanded by the State authorities
for a charter of 36 square miles, and th e
extreme poverty of the new settlement.
Of course, without a charter the settlers
had no legal right to the land, and conse-
quently, each having no interest but his
own to regard, there was no inducement
to lay out a regular tract of land as a
township, in conformity to the rule or
custom throughout the State. So a tract
of four miles square was laid out, takin g
as a center a point near the present site of
the meeting house on the Branch. This
was surveyed, and its outlines were
established and recorded . Two years late r
(in 1781) the company raised thefee,ob-
tained a charter of 36 square miles, an d
became the legal proprietors of the
township. But a difficulty was experi-
enced in laying out the town, for althoug h
settlements were not made in th e
neighboring towns until after that i n
Brookfield was made, yet in the mean-
time Chelsea (under the name o f
Turnersburgh), Randolph, and Braintre e
had been chartered and surveyed, and
nothing was left to the proprietors o f
Brookfield but to take the remainder o f
their 36 square miles where they could
get it. This was done by taking what la y
between the east line of the original four
mile square and the line of Turnersburgh,
what lay beyond their south line to the
northward of Randolph and Braintree;
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An early auction of the Brookfield Free Public Library, probably between 1904 and 1910. Judging
from the furniture and walls, this auction took place on the lower floor of the old Town Hall; the
library room was a small room on the west side of this larger room . Counterclockwise around th e
table, beginning with the Auctioneer, Clarence Clark, we see George B .J. Hall, Sophia E. Follansbee
(apparently the clerk) and John B . Perham. Standing in the rear is Mary P. Ralph and on her right is

Louise M. Bigelow.

	

(Courtesy Brookfield Historical Society)



making nearly a right angle to the
southwest and a right line on the wester n
border where the town of Roxbury no w
lies, and which was chartered only one
day later; then extending northward suffi -
ciently to make up the 36 square miles .
This fully explains the irregularity of the
township, and the fact but affords another
example of the terrible gloom and uncer -
tainty which pervaded our beloved land
during the dark period of the Revolution .

The Geology of Brookfield, in it s
general characteristics, so closel y
resembles that of the surrounding coun-
try as to need little remark . One or tw o
peculiar features, however, deserve
special attention. The prevailing forma-
tion throughout the town is the calcareo-
mica slate, of the Primary system, so call -
ed because it consists of limestone in-
terstratified with mica slate. The water of
this formation, as well as that of other
limestone regions is highly impregnate d
with lime (though there are spots wher e
the slate predominates which yield softe r
water), which renders it too hard fo r
cleansing purposes unless its propertie s
are neutralized by alkalies. Of this forma -
tion, the clay slate is considerably
developed in Brookfield, together with a
silicious limestone, which occurs occa-
sionally. All these limestones are so im-
pure as to yield only a small quantity of
quicklime, and hence they are not
resorted to for that purpose . Numerous
beds of marl occur in this formation ,
several of which have been discovered i n
Brookfield . This marl readily yields a con-
siderable proportion of lime, and in this
town it has sometimes, though rarely ,
been worked for lime . It consists of th e
shells of minute fresh water molluscs ,
which derived their lime from the water ,
and in process of time became decom-
posed, leaving deposits of carbonate o f
lime at the bottoms of pools where the y
lived .

Quartz, or white flint, as it is common-
ly called, is frequently met with in th e
form of veins or seams in the prevailin g
formation. This is the hardest minera l
found in our region. It scratches glass ,
and found, as it sometimes is, in a
crystalline form resembles the diamond ,
the hardest of all minerals . Mica slate is
found occasionally in the form of bright ,
elastic scales, though it cannot be regar-
ded as common. Iron pyrites, or sulphuret
of iron, is found as small cubes imbedded
in the slate, constituting what , i n
schoolboy parlance are termed
"diamonds ." This mineral is of a yello w
color, and well do we remember more
than one instance in which it has bee n
mistaken for gold, to the utter discom-

fiture of the duped individual, whose
dreams of sudden wealth were so rudel y
destroyed by a discovery more timel y
than flattering .

Granite seems to exist in irregula r
fields or patches, scattered here and there
over the land. In two of the, adjoining
towns, it is quite abundant, but in
Brookfield there is little or none. It is
rather a singular fact that while the rocks
to the westward of the Branch contain a
considerable amount of lime, those of th e
hill to the eastward of the valley are com-
paratively destitute of this substance, so
that it has been a standing boast with the
inhabitants of the Branch, paradoxical a s
the statement may appear, that they
could secure a constant flow of both hard
and soft water at their very doors—th e
former from the limy regions of the west
and the latter from the slaty rocks of th e
east hill .

But the most marked feature of th e
geology of Brookfield is the existence in
large quantities of an ore of iron and
arsenic combined . It is found in the
western or southwestern part of the town ,
and constitutes the mineral known t o
geologists as mispickel . It is not certai n
that any chemical analysis of this ore ha s
ever been attempted and consequently a
full description of it cannot be given . And
it is to be regretted that our geologica l
data are all imperfect, since no complete
survey of the town has been made. On
this account, remarks on this importan t
and exceedingly interesting point mus t
necessarily be brief, and the knowledge
deduced from them somewhat im-
complete . Indeed, the genera l
characteristics of our mineralogy, the
outlines of the different formations, are
derived from the surveys which are the
basis of Thompson's Geology of Ver-
mont.

The soil of Brookfield is in fertility pro -
bably above the average of-Orange Coun=	
ty, and being well situated for tillage, it i s
an important farming town . The alluvia l
deposits in the valley of the Branch, like
those of other river basins, are unsurpass-
ed in richness: while the soil on the hilly
portions, being formed by the decom-
position or disintegration of the clay slat e
and blue silicious limestone, is excellent ,
and even the high hills, inaccessible t o
the plough and scythe, are admirably
adapted to grazing—although, in truth ,
Brookfield can hardly adopt the senti-
ment of the poetical effusion, original ,
racy, terse, and comprehensive, as fre-
quently quoted in relation to many siste r
townships, to the immortalization of it s
ingenious author's name, and which, if I
mistake not, originally read as follows :



A view from Bear Hill, with Wardner's Pond (or North Pond) on the left, and White's (or South
Pond) on the right. Brookfield Village is barely visible in the right center area . The farm in the ex-
treme left foreground was the Herrick place. David Threlkeld's home is at right of center foreground.

(Courtesy Frank Holden)

"When the Lord this earth had made ,
He pronounced it good, as He had said ;
But, having rocks and hills to spare ,
He flung down Sharon, here and there."

A considerable eminence in the
western part of the town, for some reason
unknown perhaps to most of the in-
habitants, acquired and has retained th e
appellation of Bear Hill . This name was
bestowed, it is said, at an early era in the
settlement of the town, from the fact tha t
a bear was killed upon the mountain, at a
spot now pointed out near the barn owned
by Mr. Cahill .

Thus from circumstances trivial in
themselves, and perhaps in their original
signification no more applicable to one
locality than to numerous others, arise
names which become permanent as time
advances ; and we may probably add with
truth that in this way originate a large pro-
portion of the names which are daily
heard and spoken . And let no one dare t o
hint a repudiation of these relics of anti-

quity. Let them be retained, whether t o
commemorate some tradition or noble
achievement of our honored sires, or to
perpetuate among passing generations o f
men, some otherwise forgotten occur-
rence many pages back in Nature's
volume. - - --

Soon after the town was chartered ,
when the question regarding the location
of a meeting house was agitated, there
was a dispute as to its proper locality ;
hence it was voted to find the center of
the town and locate the house as near this
point as was practicable . The precise
result of this survey cannot be given, as ,
either on account of its unfavorableness
of situation, or some further disagree-
ment of those interested in the matter ,
the result was disregarded. The true
center of the town, as determined by
mathematical rule, according to a recent
survey, is near Dea . Wells' pond, about
halfway between the upper border of th e
pond and the bridge a few rods above it .

Some years previous to the settlement
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Looking north in Brookfield Village. To right of center, Green Trails, and behind it the Hagget t
house and barn . In the foreground, the old building which was once aphotography shop . On the left,
the fork shop, with its foundry (which is now gone); the general store (which burned) ; the Russell and
Elzey houses are partly visible.

	

(Courtesy Brookfield Historical Society)

of the town (the exact date cannot be fix-
ed) there occurred a convulsion of th e
earth near the southwestern part of th e
town, caused by an earthquake shock . A
considerable tract of land was peculiarly
influenced by the shock, being depressed
throughout its extent several feet below
its former level . This tract lies near the
road leading from the West Street t o
Snowsville in Braintree, and is partially
visible to travellers on that road . The
writer has often passed over the road, an d
viewed this place of note,-which some af-
firm to have been only a landslide, occa-
sioned by a slight shock such as we fre-
quently experience; while others main-
tain that the depression was a veritable

and direct result of a severe earthquake .
Since we have no reliable data from which
to draw conclusions, much might pro-
bably be urged as argument on each side ;
but space forbids the recounting of any
visionary and useless discussions .
Without detailing the pros and cons o f
each theory, we might simply repeat to
ourselves the fact that from our inor-
dinate love of the marvellous aris e
numberless deceptions, and those per-
sons whose credulity is only co-extensiv e
with their judgments and-candor,—are th e
only class who possess the happy faculty
of being sure of what they know, and o f
knowing what they are sure of.
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