
CHAPTER I V

Incidents attending the first settle-
ment, and general history previous to
the town organization in March 1785 .

"It is indeed a blessing when th e
virtues

Of noble races are hereditary
And do derive themselves from the

imitation
Of virtuous ancestors."

There seems to be implanted in the
nature of men, both in the aristocratic
countries of the Old World, and in
republican America, a pride of ancestry ,
manifested under different cir-
cumstances, in many different ways; but
it is always pardonable, and even
laudable, when self is not so proud a n
aspirant after accumulated ancestra l
dignity as to be made the grand center o f
genealogical speculations, or when he
who exercises the feeling does not aspire
to controvert the homely but sensibl e
proverb "Every tub must stand on its own
bottom." An ardent desire to know what
his forefathers have done—what part they
have borne in the perilous seasons of na-
tional struggles, or in cultivating an d
perfecting the arts of peace, is a powerfu l
incentive to the student of history; and
scarcely anything—not even th e
novelist's fascinating art-can awaken a
more profound interest in historica l
writings, than the casual mention of som e
familiar family name. Especially do w e
who are natives of Vermont feel a more
than common interest in the incidents
connected with the first settlement of our
State; because one one century. ago near
ly every mile within her limits was a
"howling wilderness" in whose dreary
fastnesses the tread of civilized man had
never resounded ; and consequently, a
sketch of these pioneers, our ancestry,
scarcely extends back a generation
beyond our own acquaintance. Their
hardships and sufferings seem in a
measure to be ours; and when we reflect
that those very persons whose faces have
been so familiar to us bore a part in secur -
ing the blessings of plenty and conve-
nience which we enjoy, why should we no t
hold them in grateful remembrance, an d
embalm their noble deeds to be hande d
down to a numerous and appreciative
posterity?

The territory of Brookfield, like mos t
of the hilly regions of Vermont, was not

probably a favorite resort of the wander-
ing Indians ; though that extensive valley ,
occupied in the south by the Secon d
Branch of White River and in the north b y
Stevens' Branch of the Winooski, was
doubtless one of their thoroughfares i n
journeying between the valleys of those
two prominent rivers. But notwithstan-
ding the fact that settlements among the
hills would be less liable to Indian inva-
sions than those in the valleys, yet in this ,
as in most other towns, the first efforts a t
clearing the wilderness were for some
reason overbalancing this, made upon
level land near a stream.

The first settlement within the presen t
limits of Brookfield was made in 1779 b y
Capt. Shubael Cross . There is a tradition ,
believed to be reliable, and already
related, which informs us that twent y
years or more prior to this, white men ha d
been within the territory near Ayer s
Brook, but without making any perma-
nent settlement, or even a camp as we ar e
informed; so that to Capt. Cross alone un-
questionably belongs the praise of havin g
effected the first permanent settlement i n
these fertile regions now teeming with in-
dustry and plenty . It is much to be regret -
ted that the previous history of this ma n
who for twelve or fourteen years bore a
very conspicuous part in the proprietar y
and town affairs of Brookfield, is wholly
unknown. Not even the place whence h e
emigrated is told us, or the number o f
persons in his family ; though it is certain
that at the time of his_ removal__t o
Brookfield he had three daughters and a
number of sons. His family moved int o
this place in 1779, but whether they came
before he had begun a clearing, or
whether like most of the early settlers, he
himself had previously provided conve-
niences for house-keeping, or rather hut-
keeping, in the shape of a log hut and a
slash of a few acres, is not known. This
family settled on the Branch and their lo g
cabin was near the spot where the house
of Mr . William Wheatley now stands. Mrs .
Cross was the first woman who entere d
the place, and therefore was the recipient
of the hundred acres of land so
chivalrously bestowed by each town ac-
cording to custom on its fair pioneer in
settlement. The incidents attending the
residence of Capt . Cross' family for some
months after their removal from thei r
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former home, are nowhere recorded, and
in no way handed down to us. Indeed ,
their situation might perhaps be bette r
imagined than described. Here they were ,
a solitary family far removed from kin-
dred and acquaintance, literally alone in
an almost boundless expanse of forest ,
more than twelve miles from any set-
tlement—and when we reflect what wer e
the facilities for travelling in those days ,
twelve miles seems no short or eas y
journey—surrounded by, and exposed
constantly to the depredations of wil d
beasts-

"Past those settlers' haunts the eye
might roam

Where earth's unliving silence al l
would seem."

And when we add to thes e
discouragements the fact that the era of
this settlement was in the midst of a wa r
which was exhausting the resources of
the country, and which rendered the set-
tlers in Vermont peculiarly liable to at-
tacks from the Indians, it would seem tha t
a more powerful motive, a more effectiv e
energy actuated this courageous famil y
than is often felt by effeminate epicures
at the present day. It is said that withi n
the first three months of their residence
here, Mrs. Cross saw no other person of
her own sex excepting her own daughters .
Well might they have adopted th e
language ascribed to Alexander Selkirk :

"Oh! solitude, where are thy charms ,
That sages have seen in thy face?
Better dwell in the midst of alarms
Than reign in this horrible place ."

But not long were they destined to be
neighborless . Within a year after the en-
trance of Capt. Cross, several familie s
removed into the town, mostly on the
Branch . The exact date of each arrival i s
not known, but it is quite certain that a
Mr. Howard (or Hayward) with his famil y
came next after Capt, Cross, probably i n
the spring of 1780, and settled on the
place now belonging to Mr. Charles
Bulkley. Previously to this, however, as i t
appears, John Paine, then a young an d
single man, had been in town, and had ap -
propriated to himself a lot of land nea r
the present residence of his son, Mr . Mar-
tin Paine. It is said that as winter ap-
proached, Capt . Cross, fearing an attac k
from the Indians, wished to remove hi s
family, then the only family in town, t o
some other settlement to spend the
winter . This he did, leaving his stock in
the care of Mr. Paine, who thus passed the
winter in the wilderness entirely alone .
This was probably the winter of 1779-80 ,
though perhaps a year later. Let me here
remark that the ideas of the incident s
which occurred during the first few years

of the settlement, acquired by hearsay
from one and another of our good people ,
constitute a decidedly intractable mass
from which to deduce facts consisten t
with each other. Concerning some points
contradictory accounts are given—the
authors of all being apparently equall y
tenacious of their own opinions . Hence in
comparing and reconciling these severa l
accounts arises a difficulty, to which the
language might not be inapplicable, ap-
plied by Milton to chaos on a somewha t
larger scale, "confusion worse confound-
ed". It has been the aim of the writer to ar -
rive as nearly as possible at the truth, and
no pains have been spared to ascertain a s
exactly as possible what were the facts . I t
is a matter of regret that the writing of
this history was not undertaken some
years earlier, when some of the old set-
tlers themselves were living, from whon7
dates and circumstances might be learn-
ed, which it is now utterly impossible to
ascertain beyond question .

The year 1780 was an eventful one t o
Vermont: for in that year occurred a
series of events of which, in their bearin g
upon our State affairs, the memorabl e
19th of May, denominated "The Dark
Day" was but too truly emblematical . The
controversy between New Hampshire and
New York concerning the territory was a t
its height, and Congress ordered the peo-
ple of Vermont to desist for the presen t
from their attempts to secure her in-
dependence as a State, to which Etha n
Allen made his characteristic reply, that ,
rather than fail in establishing the in-
dependence of Vermont, he would "retire
with the hardy Green Mountain Boys in -
to the desolate caverns of the moun-
tains, and wage war with human nature
at large." Invasions by parties of Britis h
and Indians were also frequent during thi s
year, which were most disastrous to the
settlers. In August, prisoners were take n
at Barnard and carried to Canada, while in
October was executed that most fiendis h
act of barbarity which ever occurred in
Vermont, the burning of Royalton. At the
time of that event, the settlers o f
Brookfield were in great peril, and but for
a trifling circumstance, proving that th e
"foolishness of men" oftentimes answer s
important ends, they would doubtless
have fallen into the hands of th e
destroyers . The Indians in their retreat
probably intended to pass up the Second
Branch, which course would have brought
them directly upon the Brookfield set-
tlers . But having been attacked in Ran-
dolph by a company of militia, to effect
their escape they changed their course
and ascended the hill to the west, receiv-
ing no further hindrance from the militia ,
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whose commander forbade pursuit ,
either through cowardice or for some bet-
ter reason. Near Mr . Noah Clark's present
residence in Randolph, there was a smal l
clearing and cabin owned and occupied
by Zadock Steele . The course of the In-
dians was directly through this clearing ,
where they made Mr . Steele a prisoner as
he was starting to warn the inhabitants o f
Brookfield, who were beyond hearing of
the report of the alarm guns, of the ap-
proach of the Indians . From this point
their course was west of north through
the central and western parts of
Brookfield, traversing what is known a s
the Rood farm where it is said some of the
implements of war were afterwards found,
crossing the valley near the West Street ,
passing over or near Bear Hill, an d
reaching the valley of one of the principa l
branches of Dog River near Roxbury
Hollow. About ten years later, it is said ,
Major Adams, whose farm lay in that
vicinity, found a tomahawk on the flat
southeast of Roxbury Hollow, which wa s
supposed to have been left there by this
party of Indians . It is thought that at thi s
time there were no inhabitants i n
Brookfield on the hill west of the Branch,
but only a few months later we are sure
that several families moved there . During
the four or five years immediately suc -
ceeding the year 1780, immigration to

this place was quite rapid, the settlers
mostly coming from Connecticut .
Jonathan Pierce settled near Mr . Calvin
Freeman's; John Lyman on the West
Street; Caleb Martin on the farm wher e
Mr. Artemas Fisk now lives; Timothy
Cowles near Mr . Harris Edson's ; William
Wakefield near Mr . Lyon's; Nathanie l
Humphrey near Mr. John Heath's ;
Hezekiah Gaylord on the farm owned at
present by Mr. Staples on the Branch ;
Amasa Hyde near Mr . Sprague Arnold's ;
Amos Humphrey near Mr . Noah Paine's ;
Ebenezer Stratton on the place where hi s
son, Mr. C.A. Stratton lives; Philip Ingram
a short distance north from Mr . Harris Ed -
son's house ; Oliver Hamblin on the East
Hill ; these together with Nathan Roberts ,
Thomas Gaylord, William Carley, and
some others, came previously to the
organization of the town ; the first three o f
whom, Jonathan Pierce, Caleb Martin ,
and John Lyman were the first settlers
after Capt. Cross, Mr. Howard and John
and Noah Paine. Nothing is recorded con-
cerning the doings of these men during
the four or five years embraced in thi s
period; and the few incidents handed
down to us as connected with the first set-
tlement, are so unfortunate as to be
dateless . There are, however, some in-
teresting narratives of occurrences which
must have taken place about this time ,

A quiet summer day in East Brookfield about 1913 . The house on left belonged to Wallace and Ina
Austin; beyond that is the Bigelow store. The large white house was Alson Wheatley's; it now belongs
to Neal Fox. Note the old auto in front of the store.

	

(Courtesy Doris Hill)
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and these may not inappropriately have a
place in this chapter. At one time it was
reported in Vermont that some people of
England had spoken sneeringly an d
disparagingly of this country and its set-
tlers, observing that they suppose d
everything must be on a scale small and
insignificant in the bleak wilderness of
Vermont. To manifest their resentment a t
this unprovoked and intended insult, th e
settlers by stuffing and freezing prepare d
the body of an elk of gigantic dimensions ,
and sent it to England as a specimen of
what Vermont could produce with an in-
timation that her men were equally "hard
to beat" . This elk was killed in Brookfield
near the center of the town .

An anecdote well illustrating th e
degree of proficiency in drill to which
some of the officers of the militia had i n
those days attained, is told of Capt . Cross
who commanded a company in this town.
At a certain muster on the Branch, notbe-
ing particularly well acquainted with the
terms employed in military tactics, he i s
said to have given the following origina l
and decisive order—"Boys, go on till you
come to yonder heap of manure—the n
stop." an order which, having abundant
time in which to make itself understood ,
was doubtless promptly obeyed . On a cer-
tain occasion a physician (Dr . Hamilton of
Lyme, N .H.) was summoned in the night
from the hill to visit a man on the Branch .
He started on horseback, and while
descending the hill, was alarmed by a cr y
behind him which he thought to be that o f
a catamount . He quickened his speed, th e
animal as he supposed being in hot pur-
suit . The bridge across the Branch had
that day been removed for repairs, excep-
ting the string-pieces ; but it being dark ,
and he having known nothing of th e
removal of the bridge, he dashed on ig-
norant of his peril, and arriving at the first
house, he sprang from his horse, observ-
ing that the devil might have the horse i f
he would let him alone . Being questioned
there as to his route, he replied that h e
had crossed the bridge, which the other i n
surprise denied as impossible. Both bein g
unwilling to yield, in the morning they
resorted to the bank of stream, where the
tracks of the horse were found extending
across the string-piece to the opposit e
side. There are several other instances on
record of this feat being performed by
horses, but it is presumed that in thos e
cases the call was more urgent, as in thi s
instance it proved that the cause of th e
alarm and of the detention of the discipl e
of Esculapius was an innocent, and
perhaps merciful screech-owl .

Much dispute has arisen on the query
as to who was the first individual born in

this town, and there have been no less
than three different persons who were
asserted to be the first . Of course under
such circumstances no one can decid e
the question indisputably, but the record s
of the town show, by giving the date o f
each birth—and there is logically a
preponderance of presumptive evidenc e
in favor of their correctness—that th e
first person born in Brookfield was James
Cleaveland, son of Mr . Zenas Cleaveland ,
who was born October 30, 1784 .

There has been a similar dispute regar-
ding the first death in town, i .e. the first
after settlement, as the death of the man
for whom Ayers' Brook was named, oc-
curred many years prior to Capt . Cross '
removal into the place . Very early in the
course of settlement a Mr . Marsh was kill-
ed by a falling tree near where Mr. Alvord
lives . Also at an early day—probably i n
1784 or 1785—a party of men started
from this place to convey a woman int o
Williamstown, which was settled about
that time, that she might receive the hun-
dred acres of land. One of them, a
stranger in the place, being in a weak con-
dition and having perhaps imbibed too
freely of the sine qua non of those days ,
the bottle, gave out and died, but whether
his death occurred in this town or after h e
had crossed the line is, and will forever
be, a thing unknown. It is therefore im-
possible to state definitely what person
first died in this town. The first grist mil l
and saw mill ever built in Brookfield wer e
built and owned by Capt . Cross, as we
find in the records that a vote was passed
allowing him two hundred acres of land
for putting up these mills and keepin g
them in repair, for three years. Though it i s
not directly asserted that his part of th e
agreement was fulfilled, yet, since we find
certain tracts of land assigned to him in
pursuance of the contract, we are bound
to believe that the mills were put up, and
that the-sawmill was in running --order by
the first of July 1784, and the grist mill by
the first of September following . The
location of these mills was "on the
Branch near said Cross"—probably at th e
foot of the falls . Concerning these mills ,
which were doubtless decidedly primitiv e
in their structure and conveniences, some
humorous stories are told . It being the
custom to buy grain at the mill and pa y
for it in labor, it is said that a farmer could
go there in the morning, put his bushel of
grain into the mill, and work out its pric e
during the process of grinding, so slow
were the operations of the machinery. It
was also a standing joke that the sons of
Capt. Cross of whom there were severa l
would one after another visit the mill, and
each would take toll ; but of course such
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A view of Brookfield East Hill about 1900. The first farm is the Bixby place . Next we see the East
Hill Church and "burying ground". Beyond that was the Newell place, and on the right Ed.
Sprague 's.

	

(Courtesy Margaret Trask)

comico-slanderous stories were only
spoken to be laughed at .

The origin of the name Poverty-lane ,
applied to a street in the western part o f
the town, is a mystery to many. It seems
that of the two Lyman brothers, the one
who lived on the West Street was an ad-
vocate and practicer of temperance, whil e
the other was an adherent to the ol d
custom of tippling. As the former was on
one occasion inviting his neighbors and
townsmen to a "raising" or similar gather-
ing at his place, he was jocosely told by
his brother that if he would furnish drin k
for his men his street should receive a
good name, but if he was so niggardly as
not to provide liquor, it should be
christened Poverty-lane . As he refused ,
the name was coupled with the street i n
earnest, though like many of our com-
mon names, it has been, and is, as great a
misnomer as that of the "man in the
moon" .

Tradition says the first framed bar n
raised in town was on the farm now own-
ed by Capt . J .S. Allen, Benjamin Howar d
(or Hayward) then being the owner . The
inhabitants of the town and some fro m
Williamstown were assembled to witnes s
the novel spectacle . The men commenc-
ed raising the broad-side, elevated i t
about breast high and could raise it n o
higher . At this critical juncture th e
women put to the helping hand and th e
frame was put together without any fur-

ther difficulty .
Mr. Howard was annoyed one summer

by the visits of a pertinacious old bear in
his cornfield . Having heroically resolved
to circumvent his ursine tormentor, he
repaired one night to the field to watch .
He soon heard the bear, as he supposed ,
commencing his nocturnal depredation s
when, overcome by the august presence
of Bruin, his courage in a sudden, unac-
countable manner forsook him, and he
ran for the nearest tree, climbed ap-
parently to a place of safety, where by
almost superhuman exertions, he suc-
ceeded in supporting himself in a ver y
unpleasant position both of mind and
body until daylight then, on - looking
around, instead of finding himself in th e
tree, the branch had bent down and lo! he
sat flat on the ground.

Dea. Caleb Martin, who then lived o n
the place now owned by Mr . Artemas
Fisk, one Sabbath day went to meetin g
with his wife, leaving a daughter fourteen
or fifteen years of age, and a hired man a t
home. During their absence a bear, at-
tracted probably by the sight of a fine pig ,
approached the house, and was driven b y
the dog into a tree . With the assistance of
the daughter, the hired man succeeded i n
dispatching the bear, skinned it, and
dressed it off ready to cook by the tim e
the old gentleman and his wife returne d
from meeting.
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