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I . INTRODUCTION     
 
Freedom’s Way Heritage Area is a region of Massachusetts that has a rich cultural heritage reflecting 
patterns and themes of development significant to the Commonwealth and to the nation.  The area 
consists of 37 cities and towns in Massachusetts that share evidence of the philosophies of freedom, 
justice, social innovation and conservation.  This historical context assembles these themes and patterns 
providing examples of resources that date from each period of development.   
 
In 1997 a feasibility study was prepared for the Freedom’s Way Heritage Association (FWHA) and the 
Massachusetts Department of Environmental Management (now Department of Conservation and 
Recreation [DCR]) to guide future study of the region that provides context for this rich heritage.  This 
Freedom’s Way Heritage Area Feasibility Study identified three major interpretive themes, each with its 
own emphasis on the physical, social and intellectual history and the link to the development of the 
democracy of our country.  These themes may be realized in heritage landscapes from various time 
periods.  The interpretive themes are:   
 

�  Rediscovering the Native Landscape 
�  Inventing the New England Landscape 
�  The Landscape of Democracy 

 
The theme of Rediscovering the Native Landscape is associated with the land and can be seen in 
geological and geographical features, places of native settlement, and archaeological sites and paths that 
remain from Native American occupation.  The theme of Inventing the New England Landscape involves 
a landscape that has been shaped by people and can be seen in town centers, agricultural landscapes and 
industrial development that show the “ imprints of a new kind of capitalism”  as described in the 
Feasibility Study.  The Landscape of Democracy is about ideas that are embodied in sites associated with 
the Revolutionary War, religious freedom, literary figures, social justice and social criticism.  Combined 
with these three themes is the way in which the themes are revealed in the natural and scenic character of 
the landscape and the theme of conservation and preservation which is seen throughout the Freedom’s 
Way communities.  Clearly these themes transcend time periods and reinforce the layering and 
complexity of heritage landscapes. 
 
This historical context provides background on the evolution of the Freedom’s Way Heritage Area and 
establishes a framework for identifying and evaluating heritage landscapes in each of the communities.  It 
also reinforces and expands upon the work already completed by the FHWA to identify broad patterns of 
landscape evolution and regional character.  Unlike previous heritage landscape inventory projects, only 
the outline of this historic context was compiled at the outset of the project to identify and evaluate the 
resources.  After the reconnaissance reports for participating communities were completed, the context 
was written to incorporate the findings of the reconnaissance phase of the project.  
 
Primary and secondary sources for this document included the Freedom’s Way Heritage Area Feasibility 
Study, MHC files for each community, county histories, other published sources, open space plans, 
National Register nominations, historic maps and other pertinent records provided by FWHA and 
individual communities.     
 
The historical context is organized chronologically using the time periods established for MHC town 
reconnaissance reports and the State Preservation Plan.  For each period there is an overview of relevant 
transportation, population, settlement and economic trends, followed by a summary of extant landscape 
types.  In cases where they are already known, representative properties for various periods are identified.  
There are many instances in which a heritage landscape could be identified in several periods.  The 
appendix includes a list of reference sources used to prepare this report.     
 



 
Freedom’s Way Heritage Area Historic Context     

2 

This historical context refers to a study area comprising 37 municipalities in Massachusetts, 31 of which 
are towns and six of which are cities (Fitchburg, Gardner, Leominster, Malden, Medford and Woburn).  
Communities lie in Middlesex County and Worcester County.  (An attached map shows the entire 
Freedom’s Way Heritage Area – 37 Massachusetts and eight New Hampshire municipalities).  Major 
geological features that play a role in the development of each community and in the shaping of the 
heritage landscapes include rivers and their associated valleys, and hills and mountains.  Some river 
valleys of note are those associated with the Merrimack River drainage including the Shawsheen, the 
Sudbury-Assabet-Concord, and the Nashua River system.  Other important river valleys include the 
Millers River in the northwest and the Stillwater River in the southwest part of the region.  Hills and 
mountains are prominent features in the topography of Bolton, Boxborough, Harvard, 
Princeton/Westminster (Wachuset Mountain), Ashby (Mount Watatic) and the city of Fitchburg.  The 
diversity of the communities, ranging from densely developed Boston suburbs to the rural communities of 
Central Massachusetts, also is of note.   
 
 
I I . PRE-CONTACT PERIOD (12,500 B.P. - 450 B.P.)     (Before Present = Before 1950) 
 
The areas of central and eastern Massachusetts comprise a wide range of topographical features and 
vegetative covers.  The humid, continental climate and coastal location of this geographic area on the 
North American continent has made this region a favorable place for human habitation for more than 
12,000 years and has resulted in a rich and complex archaeological record within the state borders.   
 
The study of Pre-Contact Period Native American land use and settlement patterns in central and eastern 
Massachusetts began with the efforts of historians and amateur collectors during the mid- to late 
nineteenth century.  Within the past two decades, professional archaeologists, spurred by the preservation 
movement and supporting legislation, have also focused their attention on the region.  Today, a number of 
organizations including government agencies, university-affiliated groups, professional cultural resource 
management firms, and avocational archaeologists are conducting archaeological research in the state.  
The body of data, which has been and continues to be generated by these efforts, provides expanding 
insights into the past 12,000 years of human occupation.  The result has been the compilation of a 
regional Pre-Contact Period cultural chronology within which known and potential site types and 
distributions can be studied.   
 
The accepted framework for the study of Massachusetts prehistory consists of time divisions, or periods, 
based on cultural practices.  The pre-contact cultural chronology for southern New England is divided 
into three major temporal periods: Paleo-Indian, Archaic and Woodland.  The Archaic and Woodland 
periods are further subdivided into Early, Middle, and Late.  Each subdivision has identified phases or 
complexes characterized by projectile point typologies, ceramic styles and subsistence practices.  The 
Paleo-Indian, Archaic and Woodland periods are discussed in the following short summaries that describe 
diagnostic technology, settlement, and subsistence practices.  The summaries are derived primarily from 
the Massachusetts Historical Commission’s regional state survey studies of the Commonwealth. 
 
Paleo-Indian Per iod (ca. 12,500 B.P. to ca. 10,000 B.P.)  
 
The earliest evidence for human occupation of New England dates from the Paleo-Indian Period.  
Immediately following the retreat of the last Wisconsin glacier the environment underwent a transition 
from tundra to open spruce woodland dominated by scrub birch and alder.  Small highly mobile bands of 
hunter-gatherers moved into the Northeast at this time, roaming large territories and exploiting post 
Pleistocene megafauna, as well as medium and small game, marine resources, and seasonally available 
plant foods.  The use of local lithic types to manufacture stone tools indicates that perhaps a more 
restricted territory than generally accepted was the norm for these early hunters.  If so, medium-size game 
such as white-tailed deer would have contributed a more important part of the diet.  Artifacts temporally 
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associated with the Paleo-Indian Period include Clovis fluted and Eden-like projectile points, scraping 
tools, gravers, and drills.  Several important sites from this period have been identified in eastern 
Massachusetts.   
 
Archaic Per iod (ca. 10,000 to ca. 3,000 B.P.)    
 
The Archaic Period is divided into three components: Early, Middle, and Late. The Early Archaic Period 
(10,000 to 7,500 B.P.) is characterized by a gradually warmer and drier climate, dominated by a mixed 
pine-hardwood forest.  This paleo-environment would have made seasonally available food resources 
more predictable and abundant, allowing prehistoric populations to exploit a wide range of settings.  
Evidence from eastern Massachusetts river drainage studies, such as Ritchie©s (1984) review of the 
Sudbury and Assabet drainages, indicate that a complex multi-site settlement system had been established 
by this period, with different site locations indicating exploitation of varied resources and environmental 
settings.  Populations probably increased during this period, although known sites are poorly represented 
in the archaeological record.  Problems with recognition of components because of the lack of diagnostic 
materials (bifurcate-base point assemblage) and radiocarbon dates have partially contributed to the 
perceived low frequency of Early Archaic sites within New England.  Many sites dating to this and the 
Paleo-Indian Period may be buried under alluvium or slope wash, or may be situated in isolated and 
eroded upland locales.  
 
The distribution and somewhat higher density of Middle Archaic Period (7,500 to 5,000 B.P.) sites 
indicates that a multi-site seasonal settlement system was firmly established by this time.  Sites from this 
period appear to cluster around falls and rapids along major river drainages, where the harvesting of 
anadromous fish and various plant resources was combined with generalized hunting practices.  Climatic 
and biotic changes continued.  By this time, the present seasonal migratory patterns of many bird and fish 
species had become established and important coastal estuaries were developing. The Middle Archaic 
Period in southern New England is marked by Neville-like, Neville-variant, and Stark-like projectile 
points.  With the introduction of groundstone technology, a variety of tool types, including net sinkers, 
gouges, plummets, and atlatl (weights) were introduced into the lithic assemblages.  A preference for 
locally available (within established territories) lithic raw materials for a variety of bifacial and unifacial 
stone tools is also evidenced at many sites. For example, quartzites, available as riverine and glacial 
cobbles in many parts of central Massachusetts, were used for chipped-stone tools found at sites in 
Worcester County.   
 
The Late Archaic Period (5,000 to 3,000 B.P.) comprises three major cultural traditions (Laurentian, 
Small Stemmed, and Susquehanna).  The Laurentian Tradition is the earliest phase of Late Archaic 
activity in the region.  This tradition is marked by the Normanskill, Vosburg, Otter Creek, Brewerton, and 
Broad Eared projectile point types.  These points are manufactured primarily from materials widely 
available in central Massachusetts in bedrock veins and outcrops and as riverine or glacial cobbles.  Site 
distributions from the Laurentian Tradition appear to be oriented to the central uplands region, which has 
been interpreted as suggesting an essentially interior, riverine adaptation.  Other Late Archaic Period sites 
represent the Susquehanna and Small Stemmed traditions.  The Susquehanna Tradition has been most 
widely associated with mortuary/ceremonial sites in the coastal zone of New England.  Artifacts 
associated with this tradition consist of Atlantic, Wayland Notched, and Susquehanna Broad projectile 
points and several varieties of bifacial blades.  Susquehanna Tradition materials were manufactured in a 
variety of lithics, including local quartzites, eastern volcanics, and exotic cherts.  Despite recent revisions 
concerning the diagnostic value of Small Stemmed projectile point types, the Small Stemmed Tradition 
continues to be an accepted Late Archaic cultural affiliation, although the duration of the tradition has 
been extended into the Woodland Period in some areas.  Both artifact collections and excavated sites are 
quantitatively dominated by Small Stemmed and small Triangular point types manufactured from quartz 
and quartzite with almost equal frequency.  The Small Stemmed Tradition exploited a wide range of 
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ecozones including coastal and riverine settings.  Sites from the Susquehanna and Small Stemmed 
Traditions overlap into the Woodland Period. 
 
Woodland Per iod (ca. 3,000 to ca. 450 B.P.)   
 
The Woodland Period is also divided into three chronological components: Early, Middle, and Late.  The 
Early Woodland Period (3,000 to 1,600 B.P.) is generally underrepresented in the regional archaeological 
record, suggesting a population decline and/or poorly documented tool assemblages.  Coastal resources 
are believed to have become an important part of subsistence collecting activities and diets, as evidenced 
by the high frequency of known Woodland Period coastal sites in the state.  This is also believed to be a 
time of widespread long distance exchange of raw materials, finished products, and information.  There is 
some evidence for the appearance of task specific sites.  Early Woodland site locations have generally 
relied on the identification of Meadowood and Rossville point types as well as Vinette I ceramic styles.  
Because of the problems of relying on diagnostic projectile points to recognize Early Woodland sites, 
(i.e., overlap of both the Small Stemmed and Susquehanna traditions) the presence of ceramics is relied 
on as a diagnostic trait of the Early Woodland Period.  
 
Consistent with patterns recognized elsewhere in the region, the Middle Woodland (1,650 to 1,000 B.P.) 
is a period of apparently increasing population and extensive long-distance social and economic 
interaction.  The late Middle Woodland Period is marked by the introduction of horticulture into the 
traditional hunting and gathering subsistence practices of human populations in the Northeast.  
Horticulture led to changes in subsistence, population growth, organization of labor, and social 
stratification.  The degree of dependence on horticulture and its significance as a stimulus of social and 
economic change in the late prehistory of southern New England is still a topic for further archaeological 
research.  Recent studies have shown that late Middle Woodland components are marked by a high 
percentage of exotic lithics.  Diagnostic Fox Creek and Jack©s Reef projectile points are found in 
association with Pennsylvania jasper, Ramah chert, Kineo felsite, and Lockatong argillite.  This 
assemblage of exotic raw materials suggests that Middle Woodland populations inhabiting southern New 
England took part in an extensive network of social and economic contacts that extended from 
Pennsylvania northward to Labrador. 
 
The Late Woodland Period (1,000 to 450 B.P.) is marked by an increase in ceramic production through 
improvements in technology.  Some populations may still have relied solely on hunting and gathering 
while others turned to horticulture.  Coastal areas and semi-permanent settlements seemed to have been 
preferred although larger groups sometimes lived in fortified villages.  This could indicate the presence of 
complicated political alliances.  Late Woodland Period artifacts represented in the archaeological record 
include triangular Levanna points, cord-wrapped stick-impressed and incised collared ceramic vessels, 
and increasing amounts of local lithic materials. 
 
 
I I I . CONTACT PERIOD (1500 - 1620) 
 
The Contact Period is a temporal division between the pre-contact and post-contact periods, and consists 
of a time when indigenous populations underwent rapid change because of European colonization. This 
period is defined by the initial arrival of Europeans and the earliest period of Euro-American settlement, 
as well as by the increased interaction between Native Algonquin and non-Native groups.  The 
Sudbury/Concord River drainage was a traditional territorial boundary between the more coastal lowland 
oriented Massachusett Indians and the Nipmuc, a group that occupied the upland interior areas between 
this drainage and the Connecticut River valley.  The lower Concord drainage around the Merrimack 
confluence appears to have been the southern end of a territory occupied by the Pennacook-Pawtucket 
Indians or under their influence.   
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Transportation 
 
Several major river systems that flow through the Freedom’s Way area provided the most rapid means of 
transportation for the Native population and the first European explorers, traders, and scouts.  In the north, 
the Nashua and Concord Rivers flow into the upper Merrimack River, the corridor that took the semi-
nomadic eastern Native groups to coastal fishing grounds during the warmer part of the year.  The 
Sudbury and Assabet Rivers, which flow generally north through the southeast part of the Freedom’s 
Way area, join to form the Concord River at Concord center.  The easternmost towns in the region are 
part of the Mystic River (Malden, Medford, Woburn, Arlington and Lexington), the Charles River (part of 
Lexington and Lincoln) and the lower part of the Shawsheen River (parts of Bedford, Lexington and 
Lincoln) drainage areas.  Farther west, Native American activity was known along the Stillwater River 
through Sterling and Westminster and the Still River through Bolton and Harvard.   
 
The level flood plains and river terraces encouraged the development of Native trails that were eventually 
co-opted by European settlers for formal road systems.  Among the notable ancient trails, the 
Massachusetts Bay Path was adopted as an overland route by the Europeans.  A north branch of the Bay 
Path ran east through Bolton, Stow, Maynard, Concord and ultimately to Massachusetts Bay.   
 
At the south edge of the Freedom’s Way region, another major east-west trail system to the interior 
passed through Sudbury, following the general line of Route 20.  An important network of trails met at 
the confluence of the Concord, Sudbury and Assabet at Concord.  The center of Lexington was the focus 
of several regional trails connecting the Concord, Charles, Mystic and Shawsheen River drainages.  One 
of those trails was a Native route from the Watertown area on the Charles to Bedford.  A primary east-
west trail that lay between the Charles and Concord Rivers passed through Arlington and into Lexington.  
To the southwest, two interior east-west routes related to the Nashua River passed the shores of the two 
Waushacum Lakes in Sterling.   
 
Population 
 
Most of the Freedom’s Way region occupies a transitional area that was home to people from two major 
Native population groups, one centered to the east, the other to the west and southwest.  The east part of 
the region, including Arlington, Lexington, Woburn, Medford and Malden, was part of the large territory 
of the Massachusetts group, oriented to the riverine and coastal territory controlled by the Pawtuckets.   
Just to the west, the Nipmuc people, who dominated the interior of what is now Middlesex and eastern 
Worcester County, had a dense Woodland settlement at the confluence of the Concord River at the village 
called Musketaquid, a name variously translated as “ reedy river”  or “ river of grass.”   
 
Population figures for the period are imprecise.  It is estimated that as many as 30,000 native people 
inhabited Massachusetts in 1614, but epidemics of disease brought by the Europeans devastated the 
indigenous population in the first half of the seventeenth century.  During the long epidemic of 1615 to 
1619, it is estimated that native population declined by 90 percent, radically affecting the traditional 
Native way of life.    
 
The upland area covering Ashby, Ashburnham and Gardner, located along the broad dividing line 
between the traditional Nipmuc and eastern Massachusetts tribal territories, watered primarily by small 
brooks rather than rivers, is believed to have been only sparsely populated.  Native groups based in the 
Lancaster area to the south probably entered most of that northern area for winter hunting and other short-
term visits.   East of Ashburnham, the area now covered by Townsend, Pepperell, Dunstable and Groton 
is believed to have been only sparsely settled during the Contact Period, functioning instead as a resource 
area for people to the south and southeast, and as a corridor between the Nashua and Merrimack Rivers.   
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The northwest edge of the Freedom’s Way region, especially the town of Winchendon, is within the 
cultural boundaries of the Western Abenaki, whose territory covered much of New Hampshire and 
Vermont.  The upper Millers River flows west out of Winchendon from the central highlands, linking that 
part of the Freedom’s Way region to the Connecticut River valley and the influence of the western 
Abenaki Squakeags.  Much of central Massachusetts, including the current towns of Lancaster, Bolton, 
Clinton, Harvard, Sterling, Leominster and Lunenberg, were occupied by the Nashaway, a subgroup of 
the Nipmuc (southern New England Algonquins).  Centered on Lancaster, the Nashaway area was one of 
the more populous in the central Massachusetts region.   
 
Settlement 
 
The Algonquin native population lived in semi-permanent villages focused on river drainages and 
tributary streams.  Political, social, and economic organizations were relatively complex, and underwent 
rapid change during European colonization.  
 
During the Contact Period, most of the area that was to come Middlesex and Worcester Counties was 
forested, much of it with little under-story.  The original forest included a mix of oak and pine, as well as 
chestnut, poplar, maple and birch and some other hardwoods and conifers.  There were also some grassy 
areas, either natural or man-made, and wetlands that were a primary source of food.  In some places 
where even the semi-nomadic groups practiced seasonal agriculture, the land was periodically cleared; in 
others the under-story of the forest was burned off to aid in hunting, trapping and gathering.   
 
In general, the more permanent Native settlements were located along the rivers.  Musketaquid at the 
confluence of the Concord, Sudbury and Assabet Rivers was probably the most important settlement in 
the southeast part of the Freedom’s Way region.  To the east, there was an important Native settlement 
area on the Arlington plain in the vicinity of the Mystic River, Alewife Brook and Spy Pond—a 
concentrated area of Native occupation known as Menotomy, which included large villages as well as 
seasonal camps and fishing stations.    
 
Other important Native settlements, or at least base camps or places of frequent visitation, were located 
within the Nashaway territory, with villages reported at the confluence of the Nashua River in Lancaster 
and at Waushacum in Sterling near the two lakes that still bear that name.  Agricultural activity was likely 
along the Nashua and Still Rivers, and place names such as Bare Hill in Bolton and Harvard linger from 
the time when Native burning cleared many of the hilltops of trees.   
 
Economy 
 
The Natives lived largely by hunting deer, catching fish and shellfish, and growing corn, beans, and 
squash; migrating from interior woodlands to coastal areas to take advantage of seasonal resources 
available across the region.  While rivers and their tributaries were of major importance, ponds functioned 
as spawning areas and an upland source of fish, and swamps provided a variety of both mammals and 
edible plants.   
 
Gathering activities focused on terrestrial and freshwater plants.  Domestic plants, including corn, beans, 
pumpkins, squash and tobacco were grown in fields, many of them located along river corridors or on the 
periphery of ponds and wetlands.  Prime Native agricultural areas are known to have been located in the 
present-day towns of Concord, Arlington and Sterling.  As trade with the Europeans increased toward the 
end of the period, pelts of beaver and other small mammals became an increasingly important 
commodity, with the result that hunting and trapping at times took precedence over horticultural 
activities.  The northwestern Squakeags, in particular, along with their neighbors in Vermont and New 
Hampshire, became heavily involved in the fur trade.   
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Landscape Features 
 
In spite of reasonably good evidence for Late Woodland activity in most of central and eastern 
Massachusetts, identification of Contact Period archaeological components is limited.  Several traditional 
land holdings, including one on the fall line on the Sudbury River at Saxonville described in a mid-
seventeenth-century deed, were being used for spring fishing and for planting fields.  Several locations 
including Nashawtuc Hill (Assabet/Sudbury River confluence) and a fishing weir on Mill Brook 
(Concord Center) have been cited as locations of Contact Period settlements.  Runs of shad, herring and 
salmon are all reported in the three rivers, and a large shell midden on the Sudbury attests to the presence 
of freshwater mussels.   Many of the Native American trails exist as roads in most communities.  The 
most prominent is the Massachusetts Bay trail that still winds west through several Freedom’s Way 
communities as Route 117.   Burials identified by avocational archeologists in the Nashawtuc Hill area 
and on Poplar Hill (North Bridge area) may be late pre-contact or Contact Period interments.  Contact 
Period sites have been identified in Freedom’s Way towns including Acton, Concord, Groton, Lancaster, 
Littleton and Sudbury.   
 
As their names indicate, mountains in the west part of the Freedom’s Way area were of supreme 
importance to the Native people.  Wachusett Mountain in Princeton and Westminster (“sacred gathering 
place”) and Mt. Watatic between Ashby and Ashburnham (“mountain covered with trees” ) are the two 
most prominent examples.  Among other features of importance to the Native population were the long 
eskers in Boxborough and Littleton.  Many place names still in use today derive from early Nipmuc 
words that convey the profound meaning these places had to the Natives.  Examples are Wattaquadoc 
(Bolton, “ lookout place”), Nashoba (“ the place between”  or “between waters” ) and Catacoonamug 
(Shirley, “great long fishing place”).  
 

 
       Ashby and Ashburnham:  Mt Watatic  
 
 
IV.  FIRST SETTLEMENT (PLANTATION PERIOD) (1620 - 1675)  
 
The First Settlement Period extends from the years of the first European settlement to King Philip’s War 
of 1675-1676.  During this period the devastating impacts of European-introduced diseases, intermittent 
warfare and the loss of tribal lands forced increasing numbers of Native Americans to abandon traditional 
lifestyles, with some of them moving into Reverend John Eliot©s "praying towns" (e.g, Nashoba and 
Egogankamesit).   
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European settlement, on the other hand, was gaining a substantial foothold as the first colonial 
communities were established in the east and southeast parts of the Freedom’s Way region.  Middlesex 
County, in which 24 of the area’s communities are located, was established in 1643.  To the west, the 
upland areas of the central highlands remained a forested frontier throughout the period, though 
increasingly traversed by hardy colonial parties after English settlements were established in the 
Connecticut Valley in the 1640s. 
 
Transportation 
 
During the First Settlement Period, in many parts of the region, water travel by canoe remained the fastest 
and most convenient mode of transportation.  Overland routes, which were more evident in the eastern 
part of the Freedom’s Way region, were scarcer in the heavily forested “wilderness”  of the interior.  Many 
of the earliest roads frequented by the settlers followed Native trails, which were widened to 
accommodate carts.    
 
The importance of east-west travel between the Massachusetts coast and the Connecticut region to the 
southwest is evidenced by the early emergence of at least two major routes which are largely still in 
existence today.  Through Arlington (Menotomy), the current Massachusetts Avenue follows a primary 
early colonial route west from Boston.  The road continued through south Lexington and on to Concord, 
where it was known for decades simply as the Great Road, or the Bay Road, i.e. the highway to 
Massachusetts Bay.  Through Lexington, by the middle of the 17th century a Native route from Watertown 
to Bedford had become a major north-south road.   
 
While there were fords at smaller river crossings, the necessity of building and maintaining bridges over 
the major rivers slowed the development of highways in the early years of the colonies.  In 1653-54 the 
Great Road was extended west over the Assabet from Concord and was known as the Boston to Lancaster 
Road, which passed through portions of Acton, Maynard, Stow, Bolton and Lancaster.  The west portion 
of that route, after joining with the old Bay Path through Lincoln, Sudbury and Maynard, generally 
followed the line of Route 117.  An even earlier route was the 1646 section of the Bay Path between 
Lancaster and Sudbury, the south part of which was crossed by the Old Connecticut Path – part of a larger 
early colonial highway system that continued southwest to Connecticut.  
 
Population 
 
Nearly all the early colonial settlers were of English descent.  They included Puritans, Quakers and 
smaller numbers of other religious denominations, but Congregationalists were the largest group in the 
Freedom’s Way area during this period.  Settlement proceeded rather slowly throughout the east and 
south central parts of the region, hampered by marginal overland transportation networks, and in some 
areas by persistent and deadly conflicts with the local Native population that discouraged emigration to 
the backcountry of the interior.  The legislature repeatedly tried to settle the area.  In Groton, after the first 
Native American assault, most people fled in terror. The result was an agreement that people would be 
compensated, and a better east-west road would be built. A condition in the agreement stated that 
residents who fled following future attacks would lose everything.   
 
The European population in Middlesex County, where seven communities had been established by the 
end of the First Settlement Period, varied widely by town, with a generally inverse relationship between 
population size and distance from the coast.  Dunstable, for example, which was located at the 
northwestern corner of the county, was incorporated in 1673; yet, had no known European inhabitants in 
1675, while Concord boasted as many as 100 families by 1644.  
 
Native population had been substantial during the Contact Period, but as discussed previously, with 
increasing European contact it greatly declined due largely to the spread of infectious disease.  A second 
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major epidemic in 1633-34 caused further reduction in the Native population.  In the earliest inland towns 
like Concord, Sudbury and Arlington (Menotomy—still part of Cambridge), the European immigrants 
settled on sites previously cleared by their Native predecessors.   Yet, in many parts of the region there 
was still a significant Native presence through much of the period.  Sterling, for instance, where 
approximately fifteen Native families, or about 200 people, had been reported in 1620, was part of the 
territory controlled by Sachem Sholan in the 1640s.  Over those two decades, however, its population had 
been greatly reduced by disease, and the number of Native Americans in and around Waushacum was 
again diminished during the Mohawk Wars of the 1660s.   
 
By the middle of the 17th century, European efforts to convert the Indians to Christianity, particularly 
under the Rev. John Eliot, resulted in the gathering of “Christianized”  Natives into several “praying 
villages” , where they were rewarded by the Bay Colony for their conversion by the granting of land.  
These praying-village land grants served two purposes: they allowed the colonists to keep track of Native 
settlements, and they promised the Natives protection from assaults.  There was still considerable concern 
among the colonists about Indian attacks; the “praying villages were considered to be populated by 
“peaceful”  people.  Two praying villages were located in the Freedom’s Way region – the 1654 praying 
village of Nashoba encompassing most of Littleton, and Egogankamesit, part of which included about 
two-thirds of Hudson.  A predictably untenable situation existed for a time in the second half of the 17th 
century in the territory that became Westford, where land was granted jointly to Natives and white 
settlers.   
 
With tensions and violence between Europeans and Natives increasing through the mid-1670s, 
culminating with King Philip’s War (1675-76) between the Indians and colonists, the Native population 
of the area was ultimately dispersed—moving to the praying towns or west to other Native settlements.  
At the end of the period, even Indians who had been friendly to the colonists, including many of the 
population of Nashoba, were deported to Deer Island in Boston Harbor during King Philip’s War.  Most 
of these Native Americans never returned to their original lands.     
 
There were three main centers of European population in the Freedom’s Way area during the First 
Settlement Period.  At the region’s east edge, Medford was established as a plantation on the Mystic 
River just northwest of Boston and Charlestown in 1630, followed by the adjoining town of Malden in 
1649, which was formed on the petition of “Mistck side men”  to accommodate the growing population of 
Medford’s eastern section.  The present town of Concord, which in 1635 absorbed the former Native 
village there as the Musketaquid Plantation, was settled by twelve English families, and in spite of the 
loss of nearly half its population to the Connecticut migration in 1644, grew rapidly over the period.  
Adjoining it to the south, Sudbury began as a plantation in 1639, and was expanded by the Two Mile 
Grant in 1649.  Lancaster, which was the heart of the large 1643 Lancaster Grant, included the Native 
village of Nashaway as the Nashaway Plantation.   
 
Most other communities in the region originated as outlying agricultural or “ frontier”  sections of earlier 
towns, sparsely populated at best, and in some cases occupied only by temporary settlers and traders for 
many decades.   
 
Settlement 
 
With the exception of its easternmost communities, the story of colonizing the Freedom’s Way region 
during the First Settlement Period is largely the story of attempts by the Massachusetts Bay Colony to 
establish permanent settlements in the interior.  Much of the area had been visited by European traders 
prior to permanent occupation, and some of them were compensated or rewarded for their services to the 
King and colony by the granting of large tracts of land.  Most notable was Major Simon Willard, who 
acquired thousands of acres in this manner, which later became parts of Acton, Ayer, Concord and 
Harvard.   
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Concord, incorporated as a town in 1635, is notable as the first inland settlement (rather than 
coastal/tidewater) in Massachusetts.  Other interior towns quickly followed: Sudbury (1639); Woburn 
(1642); and Groton (1655).  In general, settlement moved from east to west, with some areas still only 
sparsely settled as remote outposts at the end of the period. 
 
Most of the earliest communities were laid out on the English model, with residences gathered in 
clustered or “nucleated”  town centers arranged around the meetinghouse and burial ground, and common 
planting fields and pasture lands located at a distance from the center village.  To qualify for 
incorporation as a town, a community was required to set aside land for a meetinghouse, a cemetery and a 
training field.  Many of these early training fields, where the local militia drilled and practiced, evolved 
into centrally located town commons.  
 
A major advance in European settlement on the western lands was made when fur trader Thomas King of 
Watertown purchased a large tract on the central highlands, ten by eight miles in size, from the 
Nashaways.  That area, which became the Nashaway Plantation, was incorporated in 1653 as the town of 
Lancaster.  Ultimately, this section of the inland frontier gave birth to seven towns.   
 
Economy 
 
The topography, natural resources and overall landscape features of the Freedom’s Way region – the 
uplands and lowlands, rivers and wetlands, and the predominately forested inland areas – helped shape 
the historical development of the area.  Most of the early town economies were based in agriculture and 
animal husbandry, uses which were distributed according to the quality of the soils throughout the 
community.  Grains, including corn, wheat, oats and barley, were the most important food crops.  
Vegetables and fruit orchards were also planted, and in some areas the first potatoes were grown.  Apples 
provided cider, which was made at home or in numerous small cider mills. Hemp and flax were grown for 
home textile production.  Indigenous meadow grasses, and later English grasses, were major sources of 
fodder for the settlers’  livestock.  Cattle, horses, sheep, swine and goats were raised on local farms; oxen 
and fowl were also present.   
 
Early industries included sawmills and gristmills, both of which were essential to the establishment of a 
settlement and its agricultural economy.  Sawmills processed the lumber from the abundant forests to 
prepare it for the buildings in the growing towns of the region.  Gristmills ground the grain harvested on 
farms in every part of the area.  Communities often enticed skilled millers with offers of land and other 
amenities to run the mills.  Among the earliest mills established were those along the Mill Brook in 
Arlington, a grist mill in Concord in 1639, a sawmill in Lexington by 1650 and another in Sudbury in 
1659, three mills in Carlisle by 1662, and mills in Westford and Harvard by the late 1660s.   
 
The fur trade continued along the waterways and even in the central and western sections of the region 
until the latter part of the period.  By 1658, one of the first enterprises on a regional scale involved the 
processing of bog iron ore on the shores of the Assabet River at Concord by the Concord Iron Works – an 
enterprise modeled on the first New England ironworks established in Saugus a decade earlier.  
 
By the end of the period most of the settled areas had a fairly diversified economic base that focused on 
farming, some fresh-water fishing and hunting, and small-scale industry.  Many farmers were skilled at 
other occupations such as blacksmithing, barrel-making, and carpentry. 
 
Landscape Features 
 
While evidence from the First Settlement Period is fairly ephemeral, settlement patterns established 
during that time form the nucleus of many present day Freedom’s Way communities and transportation 
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routes.   The radiating pattern of roads from some of the earliest town centers, for instance was 
established during the period.  The remnants of commons at Concord (1635) and Sudbury (1647) are the 
only documented commons that survive from the First Settlement Period in the area.  Examples of 
colonial burial grounds first laid out during this early period remain in the centers of Concord (Hill Burial 
Ground and South Burying Place, both established in 1635, however with the earliest dated marker of 
1677 in the Hill Burial Ground), Malden (Bell Rock Cemetery, 1649) and Woburn (Woburn First Burial 
Ground, 1642).  
 
Fragments of the hay meadows along the rivers that were of extreme importance to the colonists are 
located in Concord and Sudbury.  Concord also has two documented landscape parcels that survive from 
the earliest years of the town:  Heywood Meadow, which remains from the original arrangement of 
houselots along the Bay Road, which included “garden lots”  between Mill Brook and the houses; and the 
twenty-acre “Old Calf Pasture”  overlooking the Concord River, which was grazing land for the town’s 
first minister.   
 

 
Concord:  Heywood Meadow 
 
A few of the eastern Freedom’s Way communities boast extant First Period dwellings.  In Concord center, 
at least one house dates to ca. 1635 and parts of at least five are believed to have been built in the 1650s.  
Some First Period houses retain a sense of their early context as part of a farm with landscape elements 
near the dwelling, such as the Temple Farm (1671) on Barrett’s Mill Road in Concord.  Other 
communities also have early dwellings, such as Malden’s George Blanchard House (1658); the well-
known Isaac Royall House (1675) in Medford, which is a National Historic Landmark; the Brown-Stow 
House (1669) and the Thomas Stevens Allotment House (1675) both in Stow; and the Josiah Converse-
Bartholomew Richardson House (1675) in Woburn.  While some are museums, most remain in private 
ownership.    
 
 
V.  COLONIAL PERIOD (1676 - 1775) 
 
The Colonial Period was bracketed by two wars: King Philip’s War, which ended in 1676; and the 
Revolutionary War, which began in 1775.  During that 100-year period, most of the towns in the 
Freedom’s Way region were incorporated, many of them having first been settled by small numbers of 
hardy colonists while they were still outlying sections of earlier communities.  Some underwent a 
transitional period during which they were precincts (without full town status), districts, or parishes of 
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existing towns.  An example is Pepperell which had been the second precinct of Groton until 1753 when 
it was formed as a district named Pepperell and became a town in 1775.   
 
Transportation 
 
The early road system was slowly expanded during the Colonial Period, when county roads were 
designated and improved for longer distance travel.  Especially in the more inland areas, Native trails 
were either upgraded to horse paths and cartways, or were abandoned.  Regional roads that connected 
communities were improved as highways increasingly utilized for long-distance travel.  New roads were 
laid out to provide access inland as new communities were established.  Roads within communities were 
extended from town centers to outlying farms and industrial sites.   
 
The former “Great Road”  (in the later Colonial era more commonly called the Bay Road) through 
Arlington, Lexington and Concord saw considerable traffic as the principal highway west from Boston.  
A route leading from Ashby and Ashburnham (then part of Townsend and Lunenburg) to Northfield was 
developed in 1733-1735 as a northern corridor west links the Connecticut Valley, with New Hampshire.  
The Fitchburg Road from Ayer following the line of present-day Route 2A included a 1726 bridge over 
the Nashua River.  The New Lancaster Road leading northwest from Sudbury crossed the Assabet on a 
bridge built in 1715 in what later became Stow, and the line of Route 20 was improved into a major long-
distance highway, which passed through South Sudbury, and was known in the late 18th century as the 
Boston Post Road.   
 
While fordways were still used, bridges, which were maintained by the individual towns, were built 
across the rivers.  Bolton had a number of bridges crossing Great Brook near its town center.  A bridge in 
Sudbury crossed the Sudbury River into its East Precinct (now Wayland) along the old Sudbury road.     
 
Population 
 
Some colonial settlements were destroyed and/or abandoned during King Philip’s War.   Sudbury, the site 
of a significant battle between Natives and colonists, was completely destroyed.  The settlements at the 
center of Lancaster and at Groton were burned during the conflict, and some settlers were captured and 
taken as far away as Canada, although most were taken to Vermont or to nearby Native American 
settlements, particularly if the captive was to be the subject of a ransom.  Westford, which had been 
abandoned during King Philip’s War, had a population of 962 (169 families) by 1765.  As for the praying 
towns, during the war Littleton’s small colonial population was either killed or driven off, with gradual 
resettlement on the former Indian lands afterward.  Only a few members of Nashoba’s Native population 
returned from deportation to Boston Harbor during the war, and colonists slowly repopulated the former 
Indian lands until after 1715-1716, when the incorporation of Littleton, by the General Court extinguished 
the Native claim to the land.    
 
After King Philip’s War, English expansion proceeded rapidly in the eastern communities of the region, 
but the isolated frontier of the interior was still a dangerous place for the colonists for several decades 
more.  While as late as 1715 most towns designated “garrison”  houses, or places of refuge where the 
colonists could gather in the event of Indian raids, most of these garrison houses never had to serve that 
function.  In some interior communities, however, especially in the north central highlands, sporadic 
violence between settlers and Indians delayed any significant increase in population until the middle of 
the 18th century.  Ashby and Lunenberg experienced Native attacks as late as 1748.    
 
Initial settlers in the frontier communities included many families from coastal towns.  Both Sterling and 
Winchendon, for instance, were settled largely by people from Essex County.   Other towns, such as 
Princeton, were first settled by people moving out from the regional centers of Lancaster and Rutland.  



 
Freedom’s Way Heritage Area Historic Context     

13 

Ashby and Ashburnham were populated by a concentration of German immigrants on the Lexington and 
“Dutch Farms”  grants.   
 
Settlement 
 
Settlement progressed generally east to west.  As noted above, colonial settlement in the west and north 
parts of the Freedom’s Way area was slowed by fear of Indian attack until the third quarter of the 18th 
century.  Particularly in the north, large tracts of land were granted to veterans of military campaigns and 
their heirs.  Some of the later Freedom’s Way towns were composed of collections of those “bounty”  
lands; others evolved almost exclusively from one set of grants.  Westminster, for instance, which was not 
incorporated until 1770, began as a six-mile-square grant in 1728 to veterans of the Narragansett 
campaign during King Philip’s War.  Winchendon and Ashburnham were incorporated in 1764 and 1765, 
respectively, although they originated as grants made in 1735 to veterans of a 1690 expedition to Canada.  
Winchendon was first called “ Ipswich Canada,”  as the land there was granted to the families of soldiers 
from Ipswich who took part in the expedition.  Ashburnham was “Dorchester Canada,”  since its territory 
was awarded to the heirs of soldiers from Dorchester.   
 
It was also during this period that patterns of land development were established.  While some earlier 
towns were first laid out with small houselots around the meetinghouse and common agricultural lands on 
the periphery, many of the later colonial towns were parceled out into farms for each of the initial 
shareholders or “proprietors.”   Communities formed on the older English model of houselots in a center 
village and outlying pastures and agricultural lands, such as Concord, Lexington, Sudbury, Harvard and 
Shirley, had clearly-developed town centers, with houses clustered tightly around the meetinghouse, 
burial ground and common.   In some later colonial towns, the earliest development was strung out along 
one or two existing roads, with the result that communities like Bolton and Boxborough tended to have 
sizable farms even in the town center.  Others, such as Ashby, had no clear village center at all during the 
Colonial Period.  The topography of the landscape, the location of waterways, and the availability and 
location of different types of agricultural lands – upland, tillage, pasture, and hay meadows, for instance – 
greatly influenced these local settlement patterns.   
 
In general, the eastern communities like Malden, Medford, Woburn, Concord and Lexington were more 
sophisticated than inland towns, in part because their citizens had frequent contact large coastal towns, 
and hence with England.  There was greater wealth where farms were more fertile than those on the high, 
rocky land of the interior and greater opportunity for trade of local goods.  Thus, the eastern communities 
developed during the Colonial Period with more high-style architecture, and in many cases larger, more 
prosperous farms than those found in the western communities of the Freedom’s Way area.   
 
In most communities, education of the town’s youth was the responsibility of the local schoolmaster, who 
held classes in his home, seasonally.  By the middle of the 18th century, more developed communities had 
built at least one schoolhouse at the town center.   
 
Economy 
 
During the Colonial Period, agriculture and husbandry remained the primary economic base for all of the 
Freedom’s Way communities.  Apple orchards became increasingly important.  Natural hay meadows, 
which the colonists carefully maintained, especially along the rivers, were prized for the fodder they 
provided for the livestock.  In addition to cattle, colonial farmers raised large numbers of sheep to provide 
both meat and wool for textiles.  Grains, particularly corn, led agricultural production, and potatoes were 
widely planted and harvested by the 1730s.    
 
The industrial base diversified and expanded, and in some areas industries serving a regional market were 
established.  There were now larger numbers of sawmills and gristmills, as well as scattered fulling mills, 
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tanneries, clay pits and brick kilns, and stone- and lime quarries.  A large number of sawmills were 
necessary to keep up with the intense need for lumber for building, even in the frontier communities of 
the central highlands.  Sterling had 11 sawmills by the end of the century, and several were established on 
waterways in Shirley in the 1750s.  Winchendon also had a number of sawmills by the 1760s, and became 
known as “shingletown”  for the production of large quantities of shingles.  The home production of wool 
yarns and fabrics is evidenced by the increase in the number of fulling mills established from the late 17th 
century up to the time of the Revolution, and weavers, both local and itinerant, were documented in many 
communities.  Concord, Carlisle, and Acton all had fulling mills by 1710.  Early leather tanneries 
operated in Concord and Bolton.  Brickmaking began in Lancaster toward the end of the 17th century.  
Lime quarries were opened in Bolton, Carlisle and Lincoln in the 18th century.  The Whitcomb lime 
quarry in Bolton was established in the 1730s on the second significant limestone deposit discovered in 
New England.  A slate quarry was in operation in Lancaster in the 1750s.  Other natural resources led to 
the mid-century brick yards in Bolton, Lancaster and Westminster, and even to the digging of ochre in 
Bedford for a paint that came to be known as “Bedford Yellow.”    Oak timbers were transported to 
Medford shipyards from Lexington, and Westford provided naval supplies—tar and turpentine—for ships 
in Salem.    
 
Many of the older towns had skilled cabinetmakers or “ joiners”  by the third quarter of the 18th century.  A 
tradition of fine clockmaking began in Lexington under Nathaniel Mulliken.  Toward the end of the 
period shoemaking was a popular winter activity for farmers.  Initially a cottage industry, it expanded to 
larger production before the Revolutionary War as trade routes were established with the southern 
colonies.  However, most industries remained small in –scale, with a focus on the local area.  Other 18th-
century cottage industries continued, such as spinning and weaving of textiles and production of malts 
and ciders.   
 
Landscape Features 
 
Settlement patterns established during the Colonial Period are still evident in the landscape of many 
present day Freedom’s Way communities.  Town centers that grew up around the centrally-placed 
meetinghouse, which was often located on a rise or hill; public spaces such as commons, training fields 
and burial grounds; early water-powered industrial sites with dams and channeled waterways; road 
systems, and other aspects of community character have their roots in the Colonial Period.  Many larger-
scale patterns still exist beside or overlaid by the development of later periods.  Smaller scale landscape 
features such as commons, training grounds and burial grounds, remain more intact, and are valued for 
the clear and direct link they provide with the colonial past.  The stones in the early burial grounds, for 
instance, give a glimpse into the lives, values, beliefs and aesthetics of the times.  The Freedom’s Way 
area is particularly rich in examples of gravestones produced by notable families of stone carvers, such as 
several generations of the Park family of Groton and Jonathan and Moses Worster (father and son) of 
Harvard.   
   
Road improvements and new roads proliferated during this period.  One surviving example is the 
Boxborough Carriage Road that follows Hill Road (in part) and is documented to 1744; another is the ca. 
1750 Old Road to Carlisle through Estabrook Woods in Concord.  Bridges from this period have been 
rebuilt many times, generally in their original location.  Two examples are Sherman’s Bridge spanning 
the Sudbury River in Sudbury: a crossing first established in 1743 that has continued to be replaced with 
wood deck bridges; and the North Bridge over the Concord River in Concord, also a wooden bridge.  
Other transportation-related features include several 18th-century carved stone mile markers, such as the 
one marking the distance to Boston on the Lancaster Road in Bolton, and several dating to 1767 on the 
Boston Post Road in Sudbury.      
 
As the population grew and residents settled further from town centers, the center commons gained 
importance as gathering places, although they remained largely unimproved.  Most were located adjacent 
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to meetinghouses and were used for activities as diverse as public assemblies, elections, marketplaces, 
and hangings.  Littleton Common (1714), Harvard Common (1732), Ashburnham Old Common (1736), 
Sterling Center Town Common (1742), Pepperell Town Common (1745), Westford Town Common 
(1748) and Shirley Town Common (1753) illuminate the importance of this central public space that was 
the genesis of so many towns during the Colonial Period.  Some towns had separate areas set aside for 
military functions such as drilling the militia and storing gunpowder in magazines or powder houses, 
while others used the common for these activities.  In Leominster, Carter Park (1754) served as the 
training field and town common.     
 
While most communities, nearly all of those incorporated prior to the end of the Colonial Period, had a 
meetinghouse generally located on the town common, only a few of those meetinghouses survive.  Many 
had to be replaced in the 19th century, often due to fire damage.  Those that remain include Groton’s First 
Parish (1755), Shirley’s First Parish (1773) and Townsend’s United Methodist Church (1771).    
 
Near the town commons and meetinghouses were the burial grounds, many of which provide a wealth of 
information about the people who shaped the community.  Every community that was established as a 
district or town was required to lay out a burial ground; thus only a few Freedom’s Way towns have no 
Colonial Period graveyards.  Two that have burial markers of note are the Old Burial Ground (1690) in 
Lexington and the Ashby First Parish Church Burial Ground (1767).  In Lexington the markers are 
arranged in a circular pattern, indicating that they were likely rearranged at some time.  One slate stone 
with elaborate carving tells of six children in one family who died in a short period of time.  Ashby has a 
similar slate stone with three separate burial notices and angelic heads carved on the stone.  In the same 
cemetery near the common and behind the meetinghouse is the grave of a black Revolutionary War 
soldier who was originally buried outside the burial ground wall, but was re-interred within the cemetery 
in the recent past.    
 

             
Lexington: Old Burial Ground    Ashby: First Parish Burial Ground 
 
Town pounds (stone livestock enclosures) were generally located near the common or center of activity.  
Examples documented to the Colonial Period survive in Bolton (1739), Dunstable (1754), Lunenburg 
(1750), Princeton (1768) and Shirley (1773).  In some cases the town center shifted at a later date so that 
the pound is no longer near the common, as happened in Princeton.  There, the pound is adjacent to the 
Meetinghouse Burial Ground (1765); but the town common and the institutional center were relocated 
south of this first town center.     
 
Several farms from the pre-Revolutionary War era remain.  The Levi Wetherbee Farm in Boxborough 
includes a ca. 1750 farmhouse and agricultural fields, and in Shirley, the Georgian style James Parker 
House (ca. 1720) is still surrounded by its historic fields and woods.  In Harvard, Shadrack Hapgood 
established his farm with house, barn and surrounding fields in ca. 1730.    In Sterling, the meadows 
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known as the Jeremiah Burpee Hayfields surround the ca. 1740 Georgian house, making this farm one of 
the most picturesque heritage landscape with roots in the Colonial Period.  Other examples of agricultural 
landscapes that are part of mid 18th century farms are in Bolton, where they are found on the Josiah 
Wheeler-Solomon Howe Farm, Prospect Farm and the Jonathan Moore-Josiah Sawyer Farm.  Delineation 
of farms by stone walls is evident in Lincoln at the Flint Homestead (ca. 1708) and in Princeton Center on 
Allen Hill Road (ca. 1759) and at Russell Corner (ca. 1748).  Industrial activity of the period is evidenced 
by some extant colonial gristmill sites, such as the ca. 1740 mill in Sterling on the Jonathan Bigelow-
Charles Stuart property on South Nelson Road.  Evidence of many sawmills from this period are found in 
Ashburnham at the Christian William Whiteman property (1758) and the Benjamin Sawyer sawmill site 
(ca. 1750) in Bolton.  Remnants of combined saw and gristmills are found at the ca. 1735 Sherman 
Fletcher Saw and Gristmill site in Harvard, the John  Adams Saw, Grist and Hoop Mill dam (1730) in 
Carlisle and at the Bedford-Gleason-Blodgett Homestead (also known as the Old Mill House) in Bedford 
established in ca. 1740.  On Mulpus Brook in Shirley there are ruins of a mill complex that was first 
established there in 1763 and included a grist, saw and fulling mill.   
 
While several very early houses in Arlington, Concord, Lexington, Malden and Medford are listed 
individually in the National Register, in 1990 a thematic National Register nomination listed nine First 
Period properties in five of the Freedom’s Way Heritage area communities, based on construction 
methodology unique to this period from settlement to ca. 1740.   All of the Freedom’s Way examples in 
the National Register nomination were constructed during the Colonial Period.  Examples are found in 
Bedford (Christopher Page House, ca. 1730), Carlisle (George Robbins House, ca. 1700 and Zebulon 
Spaulding House, ca. 1725), Stow (Tenny House, ca. 1700) and Sudbury (Moses Brewer House, ca. 
1720-30).    
 
Major military sites of the Revolution date to the end of this period, including the 1775 battlegrounds on 
Lexington Common and at the North Bridge in Concord.  The North Bridge, the “battle road”  east along 
the Bay Road where skirmishes followed the retreat of the British Regulars, and several associated farms 
and house are all part of that particular day in the “ landscape of democracy.”   Some communities have 
carefully traced the line of march followed by the local militia and minutemen to Concord on April 19, 
1775.  One such route, the Isaac Davis Trail in Acton and Concord, is listed in the National Register of 
Historic Places.  The Barrett Farm in Concord, a short distance west of the Old North Bridge, includes 
natural areas and agricultural land dating to the period of the Revolution.  The farmhouse, begun about 
1705, was the site to which the British soldiers marched, believing that Colonial munitions were stored 
here.  Many of the most significant historic resources relating to the war have been preserved in 
Minuteman Park, which spans three Freedom’s Way communities: Lexington, Lincoln and Concord.   
 

  
Battle Road re-enactment at Minuteman National Historical Park 
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Archaeological resources of the period include mill sites like those noted above, many stone walls, cellar 
holes and foundations.  Among the latter are the cellar of the house of Acton militia Captain Joseph 
Robbins, who led his men to the North Bridge in Concord in April, 1775, and the Moses Gill Estate 
foundation in Princeton.         
 
 
VI .   FEDERAL PERIOD (1776 - 1830) 
 
In the first half-century of American independence, the general patterns of development that had 
characterized the Colonial Period in the older communities were strengthened.  In the newer towns of the 
western and northern highlands, much of which had been at best sparsely settled before the Revolution, 
civic and residential centers began to grow up around the meetinghouses, secondary villages formed 
around water-power sites, and a significant amount of land was improved for agriculture.   
 
While stronger connections were made among towns, there was increasing differentiation and 
specialization among the communities of the region.  Many towns, especially those located along major 
rivers or highways, began to move away from a primarily local, agrarian-based lifestyle to the 
development of an industrial base focused on producing goods that were marketed first regionally and 
soon well beyond New England.  At the same time, farming became both more progressive and 
productive, and agricultural specialization was beginning.  
 
Transportation 
 
The regional road system was greatly expanded and improved during the Federal Period, easing travel and 
communication among communities and enhancing marketing opportunities for local products.  County 
roads, which had been developed into the main 18th-century highways, multiplied.  Many of them were 
designated as postal routes under the newly organized United States postal department.  Taking advantage 
of improvements in the roads, stagecoach travel increased throughout the period, and by the early 19th 
century regular stagecoach lines crisscrossed the Freedom’s Way region.  Most of the stage routes were 
owned by local businessmen, and some extended into New Hampshire and western Massachusetts.  
 

  
Sudbury: The Wayside Inn was an early stage stop 
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In the mid-1790s, Massachusetts began approving charters for privately-owned toll roads, and the 
turnpike era began and lasted until the railroads came through in the 1840s.   Most turnpikes were 
constructed by their corporate owners as straight routes linking several communities, with the purpose of 
speeding both passenger travel and the transport of goods.  A long straightaway west from Cambridge to 
the interior was part of the Concord, Cambridge and Union Turnpikes of 1801 through 1806.  The west 
end of the Union Turnpike passed over the Nashua River and through Lancaster and Leominster, where it 
ended at the Fifth Massachusetts Turnpike, begun in 1799-1800.  The Fifth Turnpike traversed Fitchburg, 
Leominster, Westminster and Gardner, and in 1805 was linked to New Hampshire via the North Branch 
Turnpike through Ashburnham and Winchendon in association with the Worcester to Fitzwilliam 
Turnpike.    
 
The Middlesex Turnpike of 1806-1810 ran northwest from the Cambridge and Concord Turnpikes.  Its 
route passed through Arlington, Lexington and Bedford with a crossing over the Concord River on its 
way to the New Hampshire line.  The Andover and Medford Turnpike of the same period ran north from 
the marketplace area of Medford.  Shorter turnpikes in the Freedom’s Way region include the Lancaster 
and Bolton Turnpike of 1805-1808, (portions of which follow the line of Route 117 in those two towns); 
the Ashby Turnpike (1806-1810) in Ashby, Ashburnham and Townsend; and the Barre Turnpike built 
west from Princeton to Barre in 1822-24.  One turnpike, the 1809 Groton and Pepperell, was laid out from 
Westford through Groton and Pepperell to the New Hampshire line, but was never operated as a toll road.  
In Shirley, Wallis Little laid out the Little Turnpike in 1813 in an attempt to draw traffic to his tavern; 
however it is unclear whether his plan was successful, and even if it ever operated as a toll road.     
    
Rivers remained important for personal travel and for transportation of goods and products.   Among the 
important river bridges constructed during the Federal Period were those over the Concord River between 
Bedford and Carlisle in 1795, over the Nashua River in Ayer, and over the Assabet (1816) in Maynard.   
One of New England’s most significant engineering enterprises of the period, the Middlesex Canal, 
opened through Medford and the center of Woburn (where intact portions now form part of a park) in 
1803 and operated through the rest of the Federal Period. 
 
Population 
 
The Federal Period was generally a time of rapid population expansion throughout the Freedom’s Way 
area, although growth rates varied widely among the communities.  Despite the adverse effects of the 
dislocation and inflation following the Revolutionary War and the further impacts of events before and 
during the War of 1812, in both cases population in the region recovered fairly quickly as new industries, 
stronger American currency, technological advancements and transportation improvements all 
encouraged growth.  The periods of the most rapid acceleration in population were during the 1790s and 
from 1815 to 1830.   
 
Interior towns, especially those with enough water power to support significant industrial activity, 
experienced the most dramatic population expansion during the period.   The population of Ashby, for 
instance, nearly tripled from 422 people in 1776 to 1240 in 1830; Winchendon grew from 519 in 1776 to 
1,463 in 1830.  Fitchburg doubled in population between 1790 and 1830 to 2,169.    
 
Some of the larger towns experienced sudden declines in population when territory was lost in the 
formation of new communities.  Others, such as Carlisle, which developed little industry, had a more 
gradual decline, especially toward the latter part of the period as the Industrial Revolution took hold.  
Boxborough reached its highest population for the 19th century in 1830 and then declined.  Emigration to 
New Hampshire after 1810 also contributed to some population decline.  The population of Lunenberg, 
for instance, stagnated and then decreased slightly from 1,371 in 1810 to 1,317 in 1830, due largely to the 
loss of residents to New Hampshire.   
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Some population increases were temporary and caused by external factors, such as the rise in the number 
of Concord residents that took place during the Revolutionary War when the students and faculty of 
Harvard College relocated there from Cambridge.  All slaves were freed by Massachusetts law in the 
1780s.  They had been concentrated in the wealthier communities in the eastern part of the region, and 
most of them chose to remain there.  Thus the census of 1790 for Concord recorded a black population of 
29, or nearly two percent of the town’s 1,590 residents.   
 
While the overall population of the area increased greatly between 1776 and 1830, there were few 
foreign-born residents in Freedom’s Way during the Federal Period.  In some ways, however, the 
population gradually became more diverse as many of the older eastern communities became increasingly 
wealthy and sophisticated, due partly to the frequent contact with the cosmopolitan centers on the 
Massachusetts coast.  Lawyers, merchants and craftsmen continued to settle in Concord and nearby 
Lexington, in part due to Concord’s status as a shire town with the courts located there.  Groton was also 
home to a disproportionate number of lawyers, judges, doctors and other well-to-do professionals.   
 
Settlement 
 
After the Revolutionary War, settlement continued to spread west and north through the Freedom’s Way 
area.  By 1807 several more towns in the region had been incorporated.  Pepperell and Shirley both 
became towns in 1775 under the provisions of a general act in which existing districts were granted town 
status.  Others incorporated during the Federal Period were Sterling (1781), Gardner (1785), Carlisle 
(1805 after having become a second district in 1780) and Arlington (1807).  Boxborough was established 
as a district in 1783. 
 
More clearly defined town centers, especially in the inland towns, developed along with more extensive 
infrastructure and greater contact with neighboring communities.  Even in some of the older 18th-century 
towns such as Acton and Bolton, true town centers did not really coalesce into civic / commercial / 
residential cores until well after the Revolution.  Division of lots that created a linear town center along 
the meetinghouse common in Acton took place nearly a century after “Mill Corner,”  the town’s first small 
industrial village on Fort Pond Brook in South Acton, was begun.  In at least four towns – Princeton, 
Stow, Townsend and Westminster – the original colonial town center was phased out, to be replaced 
during the Federal Period by a new one along a major transportation corridor.   
 
In addition to the changing town centers, the Federal Period was an era when communities were 
experiencing intensive industrial development.  Secondary villages grew up along the new turnpikes or 
around new meetinghouses, and hamlets of workers’  housing were built near industrial sites.  Three 
industrial villages emerged in Ashburnham – Lane Village, Factory Village around an 1812 cotton mill, 
and a village at the water power site along Philips Brook.  Three mill-center hamlets were located in 
Westford along Stony Brook, at Nebnasset, Graniteville and Forge Village; and three villages sprouted in 
Lancaster east of the Nashua River, all of them associated with early textile mills that would become part 
of Clinton in 1850.  In Ashby, South Village grew up around mills, as did Feltonville on the Assabet in 
Hudson (then part of Marlborough).  Lexington developed a distinctive craft village in East Lexington, 
Westvale in West Concord grew up after 1808 around a cotton mill on the Assabet, and Winchendon’s 
North Village developed along the Millers River.  In Bolton, a small mixed craft and industrial village 
developed along the Boston/Lancaster Road east of the center in a flat area known as the Pan, while 
Fryville, in the south part of town, developed into both a settlement of Quakers and a center for their 
highly-skilled shoe- and furniture-making.  In Harvard, the picturesque village of Still River formed at the 
junction of the Union Turnpike around the 1773 Baptist meetinghouse, but grew substantially after the 
completion of the Union Turnpike in 1805.      
 
Even with the development of these secondary villages within towns, most commons and burial grounds 
remained the primary local public spaces during the Federal Period.  Many town commons continued to 
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function as major crossroads of principal thoroughfares, training grounds for the local militias, and sites 
for seasonal markets and gatherings.  These publicly-owned town commons ranged from one to ten acres 
and many were partially occupied by or adjacent to public structures such as meetinghouses, burying 
grounds and animal pounds.  As communities grew and new villages were established, it was not unusual 
to have more than one common in a community.  Toward the end of the period and into the next, these 
newer commons, rather than being just wide, dusty intersections of multiple roads, were increasingly laid 
out as park-like areas, planted with grass or trees.   
 
Most towns established burial grounds near the meetinghouse as soon as it was constructed.  As noted 
earlier, in many instances the laying out of a burial ground was a requirement of incorporation, so that 
early proprietors donated the lands in order to comply.  Boxborough’s North Burial Ground was opened 
on donated land beside the hilltop meetinghouse and common by 1776, probably even before the 
meetinghouse was finished.  In the older communities, as the colonial graveyards approached capacity, 
new burial grounds were established during this period.  In Stow, as part of the early 19th-century 
relocation of the town center, the Hillside Cemetery was established in 1812.   Some burial grounds 
established toward the end of the period were more orderly in their arrangement than their predecessors, 
with gravestones aligned in rows or enclosed in rectangular family plots laid out on a grid such as the Pan 
Burial Ground in Bolton laid out in 1822 with 14’  x 29’  plots.  Gravestones of the time were typically of 
slate, and displayed a more optimistic, romantic iconography than the skulls and death’s heads that had 
been popular in the Colonial Period.  The urn and willow was the prevailing motif for gravestones of the 
Federal Period.  Generations of the most renowned carvers continued to produce New England funerary 
art, including members of the Park family of Groton, the Worsters of Harvard, and of the Lamson family 
of Malden.      
 
By the end of the Federal Period, the singular power of the local, town-supported church was diminishing 
and Protestant religious beliefs were becoming more pluralistic.  By the late 1820s, most communities 
had experienced a fundamental division of the original town Congregational religious body into 
Trinitarian and Unitarian factions.  Local citizens were embracing other protestant theologies as well.  In 
Bolton, the Quaker community had grown large enough to become a Monthly Meeting of Friends in 
1798.  By that time it already had constructed a school (ca. 1788), laid out a burying ground and built its 
second Meetinghouse (1795).  A community of Shakers was established in Shirley in 1793, and another 
in Harvard shortly afterward, which attained a population of 200 by 1795.  Residents of the two Shaker 
communities visited back and forth frequently, often suffering attacks by villagers on the way.  Baptists 
organized a society in Ashburnham in 1778, followed by one in Winchendon in 1783, and others were 
formed in Bolton, Princeton and Sterling during the latter part of the period.  Methodists appeared in the 
area a bit later, with the first congregations in Lincoln in 1798, in Boxborough about 1800, in Lunenberg 
in 1803 and in Winchendon where the first Methodist Church in Worcester County was built in 1807.  
Universalism also appeared in several communities by 1830; the earliest recorded society in the region 
was formed in Shirley in 1812.  A Presbyterian society was located in Princeton between 1818 and 1829.    
 
During the early 19th century, most communities replaced the organization of their local schools with a 
district school system, and many built and supported schoolhouses in each district.  Groton was divided 
into nine districts, and built a brick one-room schoolhouse in each.  Westford had five school districts: 
each with a schoolhouse by 1787; adding a sixth in 1807; and by 1826 there were nine.  
 
Some privately-supported social and educational institutions such as private academies, subscription 
libraries, and agricultural societies were established during this period, as well, especially in the more 
prosperous communities.  Their presence tended to be indicative of the regional elite that were forming 
among the families of the more successful farmers and professionals.  In Westford, Westford Academy 
was founded in 1792, Bedford had a “ female seminary”  in 1797, the second academy in Worcester 
County was established in Lancaster in 1815, and private college-preparatory academies were operating 
in Concord, Stow and Westminster during the 1820s.  Groton Academy, which later changed its name to 
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Lawrence Academy, was founded in 1792.   Adult education flowered in both Concord, where a lyceum 
was founded in 1828 and in Sterling, which had a Mutual Improvement Society as early as 1822.   
 
Subscription or “social”  libraries were a phenomenon of the period, with examples in Westminster, 
Princeton (1798) and Winchendon (1810-1825), and a three-town social library formed in 1791 to serve 
Bolton, Stow and Berlin.  The Federal Period was also the time when masonic organizations were 
established in the region.  The first Lodge of Masons in Worcester County was founded in Lancaster in 
1778.  In Concord, the Corinthian Lodge of Freemasons (chartered 1797) built a combined brick Masonic 
Hall and town schoolhouse in 1820.  Groton’s Union Hall (1803) served partially as the St. Paul Masonic 
Lodge.   
 
Early farmers’  societies were formed in many communities during the Federal Period.  The powerful 
Middlesex Agricultural Society was organized in 1794 and incorporated in 1803 as the Western Society 
of Middlesex Husbandmen.   Its counterpart for the western part of the Freedom’s Way region, the 
Worcester Agricultural Society, was founded in 1818, the same year in which the Essex Agricultural and 
the Franklin and Hampden County Agricultural Societies were organized.  These societies served to 
introduce farmers to the latest innovations in agriculture; and the communication they established aided 
farm development through much of the region.  
 
Each community was responsible for supporting its indigent citizens, and while a few towns, such as 
Concord, had established poor farms prior to the Revolution, the concept of the tax-supported though 
supposedly self-sustaining poor farm or “ town farm”  was put into widespread practice during the Federal 
period.  Ashburnham, Boxborough, Sterling, Westford, Westminster and Winchendon were among the 
towns that established poor farms between 1820 and 1830.   
 
Developing community infrastructure was reflected not just in the building of roads, the organization of 
local school systems and the establishment of poor farms, but in the differentiation of local and regional 
governmental functions, as well.  Concord, which had emerged as a colonial shire town, with seasonal 
court sessions held in a county courthouse on the common, continued that function after the Revolution.   
Sterling has the distinction of building Worcester County’s first town house dedicated to municipal 
government activities in 1802-1803, and Bedford, Harvard, Lancaster and Leominster soon followed with 
their own town houses that stood independent of the old dual-purpose meetinghouses.  Town pounds in 
the form of stone enclosures for corralling stray livestock continued to be built as towns were 
incorporated.  During and after the War of 1812 some communities ended a longstanding tradition of 
storing gunpowder in the meetinghouse when they moved their stores of military ammunition into 
masonry powderhouses.  
 
Economy 
 
The impacts of the Revolutionary War and the deep recession and inflation which followed were felt by 
farmers, in particular.  Many farmers, especially in the north and western part of the region, sympathized 
with the arguments that led in 1786 to the armed, populist uprising against the Massachusetts Senate and 
courts known as Shays’  Rebellion.  A general economic recovery took place at the turn of the 19th 
century, but the Jeffersonian embargos of 1807-1809 and the War of 1812, both of which were unpopular 
in the towns of this region, again adversely affected the Massachusetts economy.  In some cases, 
however, the absence of imported European goods stimulated the production of American-made items 
and created new opportunities for enterprising American inventors, craftsmen and entrepreneurs.  A case 
in point was the establishment of the first lead-pencil factory in the U.S. by William Munroe in Concord 
in 1812. 
 
General economic trends of the late 18th and early 19th centuries in New England moved toward 
specialization in agriculture and manufacturing, broader markets for local goods, and a growing inter-
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dependency between the coastal towns and inland communities.  The mainstays of the local economies of 
the Freedom’s Way region in the Colonial Period–farming and the related businesses such as sawmills, 
gristmills and tanneries–continued in their importance, as did building-related industries that took 
advantage of the area’s natural resources, such as brickyards, lime- and granite quarries, woodworking 
mills, and bog-ironworks and forges.  By 1800 enclaves of craftsmen had grown up in some of the older 
eastern towns.  In the decades between the Revolutionary War and the end of the War of 1812, Concord’s 
and Lexington’s goldsmiths, clock- and watchmakers and cabinetmakers produced fine goods to sell to 
prosperous customers both locally and in Boston.  During this period Lexington’s East Village was a 
prominent regional center for the dressing of furs, and it is believed that craftsmen there introduced to the 
U.S. the coloring of furs by a method that had formerly been done only in France.   
 
Farmers had long taken on off-season activities such as blacksmithing, barrel-making and shoemaking, 
and some continued to produce their own finished products well into the 19th century.  In Bolton, for 
instance, members of the late 18th-century Quaker community there gained a widespread reputation for 
the ladies’  shoes that they shipped as far away as Paris through the first decade of the 19th century.  After 
1800, however, the area’s maturing economy depended on an increasing amount of home work or 
“putting out”  work, in which merchants supplied materials to residents who assembled the finished goods 
at home.  Sewing and bottoming of boots and shoes, braiding and assembling hats of palm leaf or local 
straw, caning of chairs, and sewing clothing were all occupations that farm families undertook when 
agricultural and household schedules allowed.  In the latter part of the period, home production of goods 
for trade to the southern slave states, in particular, expanded to become the primary sector of the economy 
in some communities especially in the 1820s.    
  
Agriculture was still the principal occupation throughout the Freedom’s Way region, but by 1830 there 
was less general farming and more specialization of agricultural products.  As transportation 
improvements made the Boston market more accessible to inland farmers, many turned to dairying as a 
specialty, and consequently grew more hay and cleared more pastureland to support their cattle herds.  In 
particular, farmers in Ashby, Leominster, Lexington, Princeton and Sterling shipped butter and cheese to 
regional markets.  Both Lexington and Sudbury had malt houses during the period, and in the 1780s 
Lancaster and Lunenberg raised a considerable amount of flax seed that was shipped as far away as 
Ireland.  By the 1820s some communities were growing hops, and the number of apple orchards in the 
region increased substantially throughout the period.      
 
Manufacturing in the Freedom’s Way region became more organized and differentiated.  While by the 
end of the period major manufacturing centers of the Industrial Revolution were emerging at Lowell, 
Lawrence and Methuen to the north and east, and in Marlborough, Grafton and Worcester to the south, 
organized industries in many towns became an important aspect of the economy by the end of the period.  
The production of yarn, cloth and equipment for use in the growing New England textile industry was 
dominant in the central communities along the Nashua, North Nashua and Millers Rivers, much of it 
initially spurred by the lack of imported cloth from Europe between 1807 and 1815.  In Fitchburg, a 
cotton mill was in operation by 1807, and eight more appeared before 1832.  In 1820 a cotton weaving 
mill in Princeton employed 20 people; Shirley had a cotton factory by 1818, and a wool spinning factory 
was operating in Winchendon in that same year.  By 1825 power looms were weaving wool in a 
Winchendon factory.  Further east, before power looms became widespread, considerable cotton weaving 
was done on the “putting out”  system in southeast Lancaster (later Clinton).  Cotton spinning began on 
the Assabet in West Concord in 1808 and in the Gleasondale section of Stow in 1812.  Large-scale 
finishing of woolen cloth took place in expanded fulling mills in Acton and Ashburnham throughout the 
period.  In Arlington, woolen cards were manufactured between 1799 and 1812, and in Maynard (then 
part of Stow), a mill that made spindles and textile machine parts was established in 1821.     
 
Manufacturing of boots and shoes in organized “shops” and eventually in large factories was a growing 
part of the economy throughout the period.  In the eastern towns, shoe factories not dependent on water 
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power employed over twenty employees in the centers of Concord and Acton by 1815, and the production 
of boots and shoes was taking place in Bedford, as well.  A water-powered shoe factory that opened in 
north Marlborough in 1821-22 under the Felton family gave the name “Feltonville”  to the future town of 
Hudson for many years.  Shoe manufacturing was supported by related industries as well.  Manufacturers 
in Arlington were specializing in leather-splitting by 1811, and before 1830 leather tanneries were 
operating in Concord, Bolton (2), Shirley, Stow (2), Fitchburg/Leominster, Winchendon (4), and at the 
Shaker village in Harvard.   
 
Extractive industries continued to take advantage of the natural resources in the Freedom’s Way area.  
Most abundant was the timber from the forests, which was cut, shipped and made into boards and 
shingles either in local mills or at the point of destination. In the early 1800s Winchendon still was called 
“Shingletown”  for the products of its many sawmills.  Six sawmills were located there in 1793, and 
sixteen in 1830.  Even the local economies of the more eastern communities of Carlisle and Boxborough, 
which had little significant waterpower, depended partly on the amount of timber they exported.  
Lumbering byproducts were also important.  Charcoal was produced in Princeton and Bolton, and potash 
in Bolton, Winchendon and several other communities.  Woodworkers in several towns in the central 
highlands established turning mills at waterpower sites during the Federal Period, and began to 
manufacture a great variety of wooden products.  In Sterling, sashes, blinds, and wooden tools were 
produced; Winchendon manufacturers were making bobbins, pails, and clothespins by the end of the 
period; and pails were also being made in Ashburnham.  By far the greatest woodworking specialty in the 
west and north part of the region was the production of chairs.  Turning mills produced parts for chairs in 
Gardner and Ashburnham by 1805, and soon Fitchburg, Gardner and Sterling (which had 23 chairmakers 
in 1820) also became centers of chair production.    
 
By the early 1800s, technological advances contributed to the establishment of more extensive and 
productive granite quarrying than had been possible before the Revolution.  In the Federal era many 
buildings were constructed on foundations topped with dressed granite capstones, and many earlier 
buildings were retrofitted with these handsome stone blocks.  Granite quarries began operating in 
Westford in the mid 1820s and a soapstone quarry opened in Groton in 1828.  Limestone quarries and 
limekilns continued to operate in Bolton and in Boxborough, and brickyards were located in Sudbury, 
Sterling and in Bolton, where four brickmakers were producing 200,000 bricks annually as early as 1793.  
Along the Stillwater River in Sterling, pottery-making began near a brickyard in 1820, using the same 
fine clay deposits.  Slate quarrying continued in Lancaster through the early part of the period.   
 
As markets expanded and technological improvements were made, other significant industries were also 
developed during the Federal Period in some Freedom’s Way towns.  Paper mills were established in 
Leominster (by 1796), Maynard (1820), and in Fitchburg (1803), which became a regional center for the 
industry.  Fitchburg was also one of several communities where machine shops turned out large quantities 
of tools and hardware.  In the mid-1770s, a major industry that was centered for decades in the central and 
western part of the region began when the Hills family moved to Leominster, bringing expertise in 
hornsmithing and comb-making to the region.  By 1793, 20 hornsmiths were producing 6,000 dozen horn, 
ivory and shell combs by hand in Leominster.  In subsequent decades, Clinton developed as a secondary 
comb-making center, local artisans invented specific machinery for the purpose, and small-scale water-
powered production took place in Bolton, where five comb shops were operating by 1820.  Some comb-
making operations were done as home work, as well.   
 
Throughout the region, taverns and hotels proliferated along the turnpikes and stage routes during the 
Federal Period.  In Shirley, one innkeeper tried to improve the route in front of his inn by turning it into 
the Little Turnpike (not chartered by the legislature as were the others).  Concord’s hotels were set up to 
accommodate travelers to the court house there.  In some communities, “noon houses” served food during 
breaks in the church services, which then lasted most of the day. 
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Landscape Features 
  
Large-scale landscape features associated with the Federal Period exist as an underlying layer in all 
Freedom’s Way communities.  They include cleared agricultural land, expanding town centers, public 
spaces, water-powered industrial sites along rivers and streams, road systems and other formative aspects 
of community character.  Federal Period landscapes also exist as single, discrete features such as town 
commons, military grounds, graveyards and surviving farm fields, hay meadows and pastures that can be 
documented to the period.  Many remnants of the Federal Period, especially at sites that no longer are 
used for their original function such as inactive industrial complexes or abandoned farms, exist today as 
archaeological resources.   
 
Stone walls built in this era, the most active period for this characteristically New England landscape 
feature, are found in virtually every community.  They defined road edges and property boundaries, and 
separated pastures on individual farms.  Some representative examples are found along Old North Road in 
Carlisle (1800), East Main Street in Dunstable (1800) and Nelson Road in Lincoln (1775). 
 
In many communities, the lines of the early 19th-century turnpikes still characterize the landscape, with 
their straight corridors contrasting vividly with the layout of many earlier sections of road.  The old 
Cambridge, Concord and Union Turnpikes pass through Arlington, Lexington, Lincoln, Concord, Acton, 
Boxborough and Harvard as Route 2 and Route 111.  In Boxborough, the old Union Turnpike is 
Massachusetts Avenue (Route 111) which passes through the middle of town in a straight course, yet 
retaining picturesque qualities, with hills and valleys, rows of arching trees (one section is referred to as 
the Cathedral of Trees) and stone walls.  Just to the east in Acton and Concord, the line of the same 
turnpike remains in a section of Route 2 that is still lined on both sides with agricultural fields that date to 
at least the Federal Period.  Part of the Fitzwilliam Turnpike is a straight route through Ashburnham.   
 
As in the Colonial Period, early wooden bridge crossings for the most part have been replaced with later, 
more enduring structures, but the locations of many Federal Period bridges (and in some cases portions of 
their original stone abutments) remain, demonstrating important early transportation links between 
communities.  The Ben Smith Bridge (1816) carries Great Road across the Assabet River in Maynard.  In 
Westford the Pleasant Street Bridge (1800) crosses over the canal at Forge Pond.   
 
Federal Period town center landscapes, characterized as clusters of residential and commercial 
development around a town hall, meetinghouse and common are found in most Freedom’s Way 
communities.  Among the most picturesque are the quintessential New England landscapes at Shirley 
Center, Harvard Common and Ashby Common.  Along with the development of town commons was the 
continued construction of town pounds and powderhouses.  Several town pounds built during the Federal 
Period remain; examples are found in Ashburnham (1793), Fitchburg (1797) Sudbury (1797) and 
Westminster (1810).  Fitchburg’s is located in the rural section, not near a center or common.  Only a few 
powder houses are extant, with examples in Ashburnham (1798), Bolton (1812) and Harvard (1812). 
 
As noted above, during the Federal Period new burial grounds were established while old ones were 
expanded.  Twenty-four burial grounds in seventeen of the Freedom’s Way communities are listed in 
MHC survey files for the period.  Bolton established two at once in 1822 — one in the west part of town 
(West Burying Ground) and one in the east (Pan Burying Ground).  Concord opened its third graveyard, 
which for decades was called the “new”  burying ground, in 1823.     
 
Although they have been altered over time, some urban streetscapes, defined as dense concentrations of 
residential, commercial and institutional buildings, still reflect an under layer of Federal Period 
development.  Examples are found in Fitchburg along Grove Street and in Gardner.    
 



 
Freedom’s Way Heritage Area Historic Context     

25 

 
Fitchburg: Grove Street 
 
 Although many mills and factories built during the Federal Period were larger than colonial facilities, 
evidence of industrial landscapes from this period remains primarily in the form of sites, ruins, or in some 
cases engineering structures such as dams, channels and raceways.  By the early 19th century, many of 
those masonry structures, such as the cotton mill at Westvale in Concord of 1808 and at the smaller 1820s 
gristmill site in the center of Bolton, were built of quarried blocks, rather than fieldstone.        
 
Rural landscapes include farms and farmsteads as well as clusters of period houses within a low density 
rural setting.  Examples of extant farms from the Federal Period are Great Brook Farm (1793) in Carlisle 
with farmhouse and extensive agricultural fields, the Thomas Wright-Thomas Flannagan Farm with a 
Federal-style farmhouse (1780) and agricultural fields and orchards (1800) in Sterling and the Goodnow 
Farm (1777), now Wachusett Meadows Audubon Sanctuary, in Princeton.   
 
Some institutional buildings established during this period remain, often as part of a larger campus setting 
or as part of town centers.  The Old Academy (1821) in Concord is an example, as is the Westford 
Academy Building (1792) later converted to the Westford Firehouse.  Others were built in the Federal 
Period and acquired by institutions at a later date, such as the 1802 Brazer House acquired by Lawrence 
Academy in Groton in 1846.  A number of small Federal Period public schoolhouses survive, some of 
which have been converted to residences.  Examples are the East Schoolhouse #6 (1789) in Gardner, 
Lancaster Schoolhouse #11 (1809) in Clinton (then part of Lancaster) and Princeton School District #9 
(1810).    
 
Outstanding among the early religious complexes in New England are the two Shaker communities 
located in the Freedom’s Way region.  In both Harvard and Shirley, extensive Shaker heritage landscapes 
can be seen at MCI-Shirley where houses and farm buildings are clustered together along Harvard Road; 
and in Harvard, where there are large communal dwellings, farm buildings, an herb drying shed and a 
burial ground along Shaker Road. 
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Harvard: Shaker Barn Remnants 
 
 
VI I .   EARLY INDUSTRIAL PERIOD (1830 - 1870) 
 
The Early Industrial Period was a time of dramatically changing land use in the Freedom’s Way region.  
Improved road networks and the coming of the railroads facilitated travel and shipping, and made urban 
centers such as Boston, Lowell and Worcester more accessible.  Some towns situated along the major 
rivers harnessed hydropower, later augmented by steam, to become important industrial centers.  The 
population of the area grew more diverse with the first major waves of European immigrants, and society 
became increasingly stratified as a result of the socioeconomic patterns associated with urban-industrial 
growth.  While the economy was generally robust throughout the period, many communities felt the 
impacts of three recessions and of the Civil War.  In the last decade of the Early Industrial Period local 
men departed as soldiers; and at the same time, southern markets and sources of materials dried up, 
bringing an end to the earlier economic prosperity.  In agriculture, rapid technological improvements led 
to increased production, and connections between eastern markets and more fertile areas west of the 
region had improved.  As a result, many farms with poorer soils, especially in the central highlands, were 
consolidated into larger operations in order to better compete for customers, and some of the more 
marginal farmland was abandoned.    
 
Transportation 
 
Toward the middle of the 19th century the road system was greatly expanded and improved, both 
regionally and locally.  Through the 1830s, the major through-routes were heavily traveled by wagon 
teams, coaches and long-distance cattle drives.  The Freedom’s Way area also benefited from commerce 
along the Middlesex Canal, which cut through Woburn at the east edge of the region, and continued to see 
heavy barge traffic between the coast and the city of Lowell.  By the end of the 1840s, however, the era of 
the canal and the stagecoach was over, having succumbed to competition from the emerging regional 
railroads.  Many of the regional turnpikes were absorbed into the expanding county road systems and 
continued to be part of long-distance highway networks, though now free of charge to all travelers.  On 
the local level, recently developed parts of communities, and even older outlying farms, were linked to 
town-wide road networks by increasingly active road-building programs.   
 
The first railroads entered the eastern end of the Freedom’s Way region in the mid-1830s, when the 
Boston & Lowell line was constructed through Medford and Woburn running north/south along the 
Aberjona River in 1835.  A great many of the new rail lines, in fact, both large and small, followed the 
river corridors.  Part of the major east-west rail route, the Fitchburg Railroad of 1843-1845, followed the 
Nonacoicus Brook in Ayer.  In the early 1850s the Fitchburg line was expanded with a branch along the 
Assabet River to Marlborough.  In the northwest part of the region, two rail lines heading north were built 
in the late 1840s: the 1847 Vermont & Massachusetts Railroad, which followed the Whitman River in 



 
Freedom’s Way Heritage Area Historic Context     

27 

Westminster; and the 1848 Cheshire Railroad to Keene, N.H., which ran along the Millers River in 
Ashburnham and Winchendon.  In 1846-1848 the Worcester & Nashua was built through several 
communities along the valley of the Nashua River.   Other rail lines followed smaller waterways: the 
Stony Brook Railroad of 1848 through Westford, which provided a link between the Merrimack and 
Nashua Rivers; the 1847-1848 Peterborough & Shirley Railroad (a branch of the Fitchburg through 
Groton, Shirley and Townsend) along the Squannacook River; and, the Boston, Barre & Gardner, which 
passed along Wachusett Brook through Gardner and Princeton in the late 1860s.  
 
Other railroads that were built through some of the Freedom’s Way communities during the great railroad 
building boom of the 1840s included the Boston & Maine Extension Railroad (merged with the B & M in 
1845), and the Fitchburg & Worcester (1845) in the south central area.  In the eastern part of the region, 
two early suburban branch railroads were built in the mid-1840s – one connecting Arlington and 
Lexington (1846) the other linking Woburn (1844) with Boston.  The importance of railroads to farmers 
is underscored by the naming of the 1866 Agricultural Branch Railroad (later renamed the Boston, 
Clinton & Fitchburg), which passed through Sterling, Clinton and Bolton.   
 
In most cases, construction of the railroads and the courses they followed were greatly influenced by local 
manufacturers and businessmen.  Rail proximity to local industries was vital to the life of their operations.  
In Fitchburg, one powerful manufacturer, Alvah Crocker, was largely responsible for routing the 
Fitchburg Railroad through his growing town.  Some communities grew into regional transport centers 
because of the presence of several railroads within their borders.  Fitchburg, which became the crossroads 
of five rail lines, was the most important in the region.  Other towns and villages developed around 
significant regional railroad junctions.  By 1850 four railroads came together in the center of Ayer (which 
was still part of Groton and Shirley), two lines joined in Clinton in 1866, and by 1870 Sterling had three 
railroads and two junctions—one in the south and one in the north part of town.   
   
While manufacturers welcomed the railroads, other businessmen and investors, including turnpike- and 
tavern owners, exerted their influence to prevent the lines from passing through their town centers or near 
their places of business.  In Acton, owners and developers of houselots at the town center organized and 
successfully kept the railroads away from that area; and in Bolton, a coalition of turnpike- and tavern-
owners succeeded in limiting railroads of the period to the south edge of town.  In general, communities 
or sections of towns without railroads developed more slowly during the Early Industrial Period, while 
those with railroad depots had thriving businesses and denser development.   
 
Another new mode of transportation was developed toward the end of this period of development--the 
horse-drawn street railways, which began operating in four of the communities at the eastern end of the 
region.  They started first in Malden as a connection with the Boston transit system, followed by 
Arlington in 1859 as part of a route west from Cambridge along today’s Massachusetts Avenue.  Horse 
cars operated in Medford between 1860 and 1873, and had begun in Woburn by 1870. 
 
Population 
 
In the middle of the 19th century, several Freedom’s Way communities experienced sharp rises in 
population.  In Arlington, Clinton, Fitchburg, Gardner, Hudson, Malden, Maynard, Medford, 
Winchendon and Woburn the increase was associated with the growth of significant industry.   All of the 
towns that lost population during the Early Industrial Period, including Ashby, Boxborough, Dunstable, 
Lunenburg and Princeton, were agricultural communities.   
 
Throughout the region, the population became less homogeneous with the first major influx of 
immigrants.  Here, too, the increase in the foreign-born population was proportionately largest in the 
emerging industrial centers.   In the eastern part of the region, the population of both Arlington and 
Woburn was about 20% foreign-born by 1865.  The largest immigrant group was the Irish, some of whom 
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came to construct the regional railroads and subsequently settled in the region.  Most came seeking 
employment in mills and factories, but many others found work as farm laborers and as domestic 
servants.  By the end of the period there were also significant numbers of French Canadians in the region.   
 
Settlement 
 
During the Early Industrial Period, the greatest settlement growth was concentrated in the emerging 
industrial towns, while the spread of dispersed agricultural settlement effectively ended in the region by 
about 1850.  The railroad, as the major stimulus to growth and industrial development, also generated 
new and more complex settlement patterns.   
 
Three new towns were formed during the period.  Boxborough, which had been a district since 1783, was 
incorporated as a town in 1835.  Clinton was formed from the southeast part of Lancaster in 1850 with a 
population of 3,113; and Hudson, which like Clinton had developed as a secondary manufacturing center, 
was formed from parts of Marlborough and Stow in 1866.   
 
Community types became more differentiated during this period.  Towns with little water power and 
railroad access remained primarily agricultural, with bucolic civic/residential town centers and perhaps a 
small secondary village or two.  A mixture of small-scale manufacturing and agriculture characterized 
some communities, where mill or factory villages in one part of town had a denser, very different 
character than the rest of the local landscape.  Large-scale manufacturing concentrated along major rivers 
led to the development of near-urban industrial centers at Gardner, Winchendon and Clinton, and to the 
formation of a major regional urban center at Fitchburg.  Three Freedom’s Way towns close to the coast – 
Malden, Medford and Woburn – developed during the period into manufacturing communities and 
suburbs of Boston.   
 
It was during the Early Industrial Period that some communities developed true “downtowns”  or 
commercial districts.  Over the 1830s and 1840s, the first block of Concord’s Main Street that had been 
laid out by the Milldam Company investors in 1828, (at first called, aptly, Exchange Street) was lined 
with rows of two-story connected brick and wood-frame commercial buildings.  Medford Square in 
Medford also developed as a small commercial center.  By 1870 Clinton had a bustling commercial 
district around the intersection of High and Church Streets, as did Gardner at the intersection of Central 
and North Main Streets.   
 
Residential areas became more diverse, and many new pockets of settlement reflected the hierarchical 
nature of the new industrial-based society.  In manufacturing communities, company owners and 
supervisors resided on hills or on large lots overlooking workers’  housing that was densely built close to 
the factories.  Middle managers and smaller business owners also often lived in neighborhoods that were 
somewhat removed from the fray of busy centers.  High-income residential neighborhoods were 
developed in many communities during this period.  Some, as in Acton, Westford and Bolton, resulted 
from the planned development of houselots at the original town center.  In other towns large houselots 
were laid out along newly created streets; in several – Clinton, Fitchburg, Medford and Winchendon – a 
high-income neighborhood was built along the proverbial High Street.  In Fitchburg, this type of 
residential development was located on Pleasant and Prichard Streets high above the river that ran 
through the center.  Malden, as a community made even more accessible to Boston by the introduction of 
horse cars and passenger rail service, developed several affluent suburban residential districts during the 
latter part of the period.   
 
Much of the residential development of the Early Industrial Period, especially for the growing working 
class, was characterized by increased density, as some communities shifted from a town- to a more urban 
scale.   The densest development took place in the villages that grew up around the factories, where 
streets and blocks of workers’  housing were frequently put up by the factory owners.  These factory 
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villages grew up around the mills at Assabet Village (later Maynard), around the cotton mills at Shirley, 
and in clusters in Westford’s Forge Village and Graniteville.  A number of Irish working-class 
neighborhoods with informal names like “ the Acre”  and “California”  developed in Clinton around the 
carpet mills of the period.   Beginning in the late 1840s, in some communities, owners of large properties 
near the early railroad depots turned former farmland into middle class neighborhoods of small cottages 
for sale or rent as in South Acton.      
 

 
Westford: Forge Village Mill Housing 
 
In the second half of the period, entire “depot villages” of houses and commercial buildings also grew up 
around the railroad depots and junctions at places such as Groton Junction (later the town of Ayer), 
Gardner, Shirley and West Acton.   
 
While secondary villages of several types – industrial, commercial, and transportation-related – formed in 
towns across the region in the middle of the 19th century, it was also a time when planned communities 
within the towns were expanded or established by religious groups or by people with shared philosophies.  
The two Shaker communities at Harvard and Shirley reached their peak during this period, adding many 
new structures including dormitories, barns, and shops, and under the direction of the central ministry in 
1842 each designated a “holy hill”  for religious ceremonies.  A new type of summer settlement was 
initiated by the Methodists when a Methodist campground was established in Sterling in 1852.  At least 
one utopian community existed at Fruitlands in Harvard for a brief time, when Charles Lane (an 
Englishman who returned to America with Amos Bronson Alcott) purchased a farm and with Alcott 
invited several families to join then in communal living, an experiment searching for “perfect 
transcendental living.”     
 
In part driven by changes in state policy, civic institutions were reorganized and in some cases newly 
created during the Early Industrial Period.  Every community experienced re-organization and growth in 
the town schools—some with a shift to the district school system or expansion of a district system 
adopted in the Federal Period, and in some places such as Harvard and Townsend, with the abandonment 
of the district system before the end of the period.  Concepts in schoolhouse design changed, and many 
communities replaced their one-room schools at mid-century.  Beginning in the 1840s some towns 
established high schools.  Many held classes in rooms in the Town Hall before moving into separate 
buildings. More private academies were established in this period—in Ashby, Harvard, Lunenberg, 
Sudbury and Winchendon.  In Townsend, a Baptist Female Seminary was founded in 1839, followed in 
1840 by a Congregational academy.  
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The Massachusetts Library Act of 1851 ushered in the era of public libraries across the state.  In many 
communities the library collections were housed first in private homes or in the town hall, but as 
buildings were built specifically as libraries or as combined libraries/meeting halls, they soon added a 
new presence to the cluster of civic buildings at the town center.  Similarly, state legislation led to the 
establishment of the first municipal fire departments in the 1850s.   
 
Religious institutions flourished and continued to diversify in this period.  New churches were built both 
in the town centers and in secondary villages.  Protestant societies in many communities continued to 
multiply, with Baptist churches now located in nearly every town, and Methodism becoming widespread 
by the 1840s.  Millerites, a sect on the Methodist fringe, were present in Ashburnham, Groton, Lunenberg 
and Westminster.  The number of Universalist societies increased from the 1830s through the 1850s, with 
at least five communities establishing societies and building churches during the period.  In Lancaster, 
Swedenborgian meetings were being held in the 1830s, and a Seventh Day Adventist Society was 
organized in 1856 with many of the Millerites joining.  In Bolton, the community of Friends continued to 
expand, with a second Quaker burial ground established in 1844.  Across the region, the greatest change, 
associated with the new population of Irish and to a lesser degree, French-Canadian immigrants, was the 
rise in Catholicism.  Roman Catholic masses were held in Ashburnham and Clinton as early as the mid-
1840s, followed quickly by regular masses in many other Freedom’s Way communities.  Maynard and 
Hudson became Catholic parishes in 1866 and 1869, and Concord’s Catholics managed to establish a 
cemetery, St. Bernard’s, in time to bury their Civil War dead in 1865.   
 
The official separation of church and state in Massachusetts in 1833 put an end to conducting town 
business in the meetinghouse and initiated the construction of town halls (more often called town houses) 
throughout the Early Industrial Period.  Bolton built its first town house in that year, and Boxborough 
built one at the time it was incorporated as a town in 1835.  Sterling built its second town hall in 1835.  
Ashburnham built a new town hall in 1838.  Others were earlier structures that were remodeled as town 
halls in this period, such as Lunenburg’s 1867 Town Hall that had been built in ca. 1830 as the Unitarian 
Church.   
 
Some of these new churches and municipal buildings were situated in new or relocated civic/institutional 
town centers.  In Ashburnham the town center relocated to the Central Village in 1831, and in 
Winchendon the new town hall, along with several churches and commercial structures, formed part of a 
new town center at the town’s North Village that had been established in the 1830s.  Stow shifted its 
municipal focus slightly west along Great Road from the Lower Common in the 1830s and 1840s.  
Princeton’s civic center had shifted south to the foot of Wachusett Mountain by the 1840s and in the 
1830s Westminster’s municipal activities moved to the commercial and manufacturing village 
(Westminster Village) that had grown up northwest of the old meetinghouse location on Academy Hill. 
 

 
Princeton Town Common 
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During this period, many of the relocated civic centers, as well as the established ones, were now part of a 
pleasant environment that included a landscaped town green or common.  The early years of the Early 
Industrial Period, in part as a reaction to the smoke and dirt associated with the industrial areas, spawned 
a widespread village-improvement or beautification movement.  Volunteers, ladies’  societies, and 
communities as a whole through Town Meeting appropriations, embarked on landscaping their town 
commons into true village greens.  Fencing, which kept out animals, was often the first improvement, 
followed by grass and shade trees, usually planted around the perimeter, and the laying out of paths.  
Acton’s town common was laid out as a long grassed mall in 1840; Lancaster’s old common was 
landscaped into a town green with walks, fences and shade trees by 1856, and a landscaped green in front 
of Concord’s rebuilt 1841 First Parish Church inspired the transformation of the adjacent town common 
into the fenced, landscaped Monument Square by 1868.    
 
Although many burial grounds established during this period retained their traditional form, the rural 
cemetery movement, which began in the 1830s, brought new ideas to the design of burial places.  By the 
middle of the 19th century, new cemeteries reflected the romantic style of landscape design, with 
curvilinear paths following the natural topography, rustic ponds, and scenic views created to foster rest 
and contemplation.  Cemeteries laid out or renovated later in the period tended to be more “gardenesque,”  
with extensive shrub and flower plantings, and decorative architectural features such as fountains and 
summerhouses. Also during this period family plots enclosed by fences and often with a central 
monument became increasingly popular.     
 
The Early Industrial Period was an era of reform movements, many of which left lasting impacts on the 
development of the Freedom’s Way communities.  Temperance societies flourished throughout the region 
in the 1830s and 1840s, and the widespread strength of the temperance movement helped put an end to 
the era of the roadside tavern across the New England landscape.  The earliest known temperance society 
established in the region was in Westminster in 1829.  Winchendon had at least four such organizations 
during the period.  Beginning in the 1830s there was also a strong anti-slavery movement regionally. 
Reform movements resulted in changes in state policy and the creation of state-funded welfare 
institutions.  Among them was the Massachusetts Reform School for Girls, established in 1855 in 
Lancaster, which became the State Industrial School for Girls in 1860.  This was a model facility, 
organized on the cottage system.  
 
Professional organizations such as farmers’  and mechanics’  associations were on the rise, and some of 
them constructed buildings, such as Princeton’s Mechanics Hall, as did fraternal organizations like the 
Masons and the Odd Fellows.  Lyceums flourished, literary clubs were formed, and private subscription 
libraries continued to help edify the population.  Concern for the poor led to new organizations, and more 
poor farms and almshouses were established or built during the period.   
 
The Early Industrial Period marked the beginning of the development of summer and rural sanctuaries, 
particularly in the western part of the region.  A few gentlemen’s farms were established and served as 
rural retreats for their wealthy, urban owners.   With the changing attitudes toward the natural landscape 
and the new mobility afforded by improved transportation, recreational travel became more popular 
during this period.  Summer resorts were established at Wachusett Mountain in Princeton, where hotels 
sprang up at both the base and summit of the mountain in the 1840s to 1860s.  Another type of summer 
resort was the Sterling Campmeeting, which had both religious and recreational purposes.  First laid out 
as a seasonal tent community in 1852, it was within walking distance of the depot at Sterling Junction.  
By 1870 there were at least nineteen buildings standing on the 60-acre property, including several tiny 
cottages.   
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Economy 
 
Technological advancements and the dramatic improvement of transportation and communication 
throughout the region set the stage for a rapidly expanding economy over the middle of the 19th century.  
As noted above, between 1830 and 1870 some towns developed into major manufacturing centers, while 
others remained agriculturally based, though farming became increasingly market-oriented.  By 1870 
most of the principal industries had moved from small-scale cottage industries to the full factory stage, 
with production taking place in large multi-story buildings run by well-capitalized companies, some of 
which had attained regional, state, and even national and international status.  Fitchburg, building on its 
role as the major railroad center of north central Massachusetts and its location on the Nashua River, 
became the largest and most diverse of the industrial towns, with 136 manufacturing companies in 1860.  
Among its manufactories were machine shops and foundries that supported industries throughout the 
region.  Some of those facilities were operated by the railroad companies themselves, but others produced 
a wide range of tools, equipment, and machinery for both factories and farms.  In the southern part of the 
region, Clinton had grown to be the largest manufacturing center in Worcester County by 1870, and to the 
east, Woburn led the country in leather tanning operations with 21 tanning and currying factories by 1865.  
 
In spite of the rapid development of the factory system, home work continued to be an essential 
component of the production process in many industries until the middle of the 19th century.  The cutting 
and sewing of clothing, for instance, was “put out”  by textile manufacturers to women in the local 
communities through the 1850s.  Straw braiding continued to be done at home in some towns such as 
Sudbury and Lancaster through the 1850s, and chair painting and seat-caning for the chair industry was 
done in homes in the northern towns through the entire period.   
 
Both the textile and shoe industries, which drove the early years of the Industrial Revolution in New 
England, were important contributors to the economy of the entire region, and were present in some form 
in most of the Freedom’s Way towns.  Textile production was the leading industry in central 
Massachusetts.  It was especially active by the 1850s in communities along the Nashua River, as well as 
at several sites in the northern towns on the Millers River.  Most of the larger textile mills were organized 
on the Rhode Island system—medium-sized, often family-owned companies that employed and provided 
housing for whole families of workers as well as unmarried male and female operatives.    
 
Cotton production dominated the Freedom’s Way textile industry until 1860. Towns with significant 
cotton manufacturing included Winchendon, Ashburnham (until 1865); Concord, (where in the 1830s the 
mill at Westvale began producing domet, a cotton-and-wool replacement for linsey-woolsey); Lancaster, 
where the weaving of brown sheetings constituted 60% of the town’s manufacturing output in the 1860s; 
and Shirley, which had seven cotton mills by the middle of the 19th century.  During the Civil War years, 
however, competition from mills in other regions, the closing of southern markets, and the disruption of 
the southern cotton supply combined to put many cotton factories out of business.  From then on, cotton 
production was surpassed in the region area by woolen manufacturing, which took advantage of 
protective tariffs favorable to woolen production and a large wartime demand for wool goods including 
uniforms, blankets and other products for military use.  Woolen mills drove the economy of the future 
town of Maynard on the Assabet beginning in 1847, and of Clinton beginning in the early 1850s.  Both 
began as woolen carpet-manufacturing centers.  Clinton quickly diversified into other textile products, 
and when the Maynard & Knight mills on the Assabet at Maynard failed in the late 1850s, they 
reorganized in 1862 as the Assabet Manufacturing Company to make woolen goods to supply the Union 
Army.  Wool was spun in Winchendon in the 1850s, and worsted yarns were produced at two mills in 
Westford.   
 
In the eastern part of the region, dyeing of cloth took place in Malden, and the printing of cloth in 
Arlington and Medford.  Calico printer James Schouler ran a printworks in Medford beginning in 1863, 
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and William Schouler (possibly a relative) owned a smaller facility in Acton from 1851 to 1871, where it 
was one of a number of small textile concerns along Fort Pond Brook in the south part of town.  After 
1850, with the advent of the sewing machine, clothing was manufactured in several communities at home 
or in small shops, especially after Ebenezer Buttrick of Sterling introduced paper patterns for men’s shirts 
in the 1850s.  In Clinton, there were fourteen clothing factories in 1865, most notably the Bay State Skirt 
Company, which had taken over the former fulling mill to produce hoop skirts.  Around the same time 
Medford was a hat-making center.   
 
The textile machine industry was one of the largest industrial sectors in the area at mid- century, centered 
at Fitchburg, Clinton and Winchendon.  Textile machinery was also manufactured in the Graniteville 
section of Westford beginning in 1854, where it formed the nucleus of a significant factory village.  Wool 
cards and card-making machinery were produced in several towns, and were especially important to the 
economy of Arlington.   
 
Growing out of the production of sale shoes in the Federal era, boot- and shoe production was widespread 
throughout the region.  Over the first half of the period, centralized factories appeared in Hudson (still 
known as Feltonville at that time), Groton, Stow, Princeton and Woburn.  Malden was a major early shoe-
manufacturing center, where the Boston Rubber Shoe Company was in operation by 1853, and Pepperell 
produced $53,000-worth of shoes in 1855.  Processing of leather, through tanning and currying, also 
related to the raising of cattle throughout the region, was essential for the thriving boot- and shoe-
manufactories.  Woburn, with 21 leather-processing facilities in 1865, was the leading leather-processing 
town in the country as noted above.  Malden had five leather processing sites by 1865, and tanning was an 
important industry in Winchendon center in the 1860s.  Other communities with tanneries in the Early 
Industrial Period were Ayer, Groton, Princeton, and Sterling.  In the 1850s, Leominster developed a 
specialty in the processing of patent leather, which supplied the many manufacturers of women’s and 
children’s shoes in Leominster and Fitchburg.  In the north part of the region, Ashburnham and Townsend 
specialized in the production of Morocco leather.  Made of sheep- and lambskins, it was used in 
bookbinding, upholstering, and for women’s and children’s shoes.  In the 1850s to1870s tanneries in 
Clinton produced leather both for the general market and also to supply material to the town’s textile 
mills for use with various pieces of equipment.  At Lancaster center, leather was used to manufacture 
pocketbooks and wallets in the 1860s.   Other leather industries included the making of saddles, harnesses 
and trunks in Littleton and Princeton in the 1850s.  Allied industries included the production of shoe 
boxes in the Rock Bottom (later Gleasondale) section of Stow and by 1844 in Hudson.  Many factories in 
Fitchburg made items and equipment for the shoe industry, as well.   
 
Woodworking industries led manufacturing in the northwest part of the region in the middle of the 19th 
century, where they dominated the economies of Ashburnham, Gardner, Princeton, Westminster, and 
Winchendon.  General coopering was carried on in several of the northern towns.  The production of 
wooden tubs, barrels, and pails was important in Ashby, Ashburnham and Townsend, but especially in 
Winchendon, which led the state in the manufacture of tubs and pails at mid-century.   
 
The most long-lasting major woodworking focus in the region was the chair industry.  By 1837 there 
were 25 chair shops in Gardner, where Levi Heywood both led the field and invented a series of machines 
to facilitate the manufacturing process.  Thirty-four small mechanized chair shops were operating in 
Sterling in 1845, and 25 in Ashburnham, which at mid-century was second in production to Gardner.  
Chairs were also produced in Fitchburg, Stow, and in East Princeton.   
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 Fitchburg: Heywood Chair Manufacturing Company 
 
Other wood products manufactured in the Freedom’s Way region included pianos, which were first made 
in 1845 in Leominster, (where three piano companies were operating by 1861); and piano cases, produced 
by Jacob Schwamb of Arlington beginning in 1862.  At the same site (today known as the Old Schwamb 
Mill) Jacob’s brother, Charles, began producing wooden picture frames in 1847.     
 
In a field by itself was the ship-building industry of Medford, which peaked in 1855, when ten shipyards 
in operation on the Mystic River employed 1,000 hands.  Its decline was precipitous after that, however, 
and by 1865 only one shipyard was left. 
 
Extractive industries in the Early Industrial Period continued to include a large amount of lumbering in 
the central Massachusetts communities where there were still abundant forests until the 1850s.  In areas 
where the railroads were built, wood was cut both for fuel and for railroad ties.  Lumber was also in great 
demand in the developing manufacturing areas.  In 1865, eight sawmills were still operating in Sterling 
and nine in Princeton, which marketed both firewood and charcoal to the surrounding region.  Brickyards 
continued in the central communities of Leominster, Sterling, Lancaster (where there were two until the 
1860s,) and Bolton (where production declined after 1837).  In West Sterling, pottery making along the 
Stillwater River expanded.   While some early quarries had declined by 1830, others began operating 
during the Early Industrial Period.  In the east, distinctive “Medford granite”  was being cut and quarried 
in Medford by 1845, and the granite industry began in Westford north of Stony Brook around the same 
time.  In Lexington, peat for fuel was harvested from the Great Meadow in the 1860s, and in Maynard, an 
early ice business was in operation on the main mill pond by 1850.   
 
Resources from the farms and slaughterhouses of the region were used in the comb industry, in which 
horse or waterpower and soon steam was used to power machinery that could produce far more animal-
horn combs than the earlier hand-production had done in the Federal Period.  Consequently, with the shift 
to factory production the small-scale comb shops of Bolton and Lancaster died out by the 1860s.  Hudson 
developed an active comb industry, and Leominster, where 40 comb shops were in business in the 1840s, 
especially in the Morse Hollow section of town, grew into the leading comb manufacturing center for the 
region through the rest of the 19th century.  Comb making reached the factory stage in Clinton in the 
1850s and 1860s, where the 1865 firm of S. Harris & Sons, operating on steam as well as water power 
from the Nashua River, ultimately grew to be the largest comb-making company in the U.S.     
 
Paper mills continued and expanded in certain parts of the Freedom’s Way region over the course of the 
Early Industrial Period.  Fitchburg was a major paper-making center, where multiple mills owned by 
Alvah Crocker and his partners operated along the Nashua River in 1857.  In 1837 three paper mills were 
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operating in Pepperell, and one in Ayer.  Two mills were producing waterproof paper in Groton at mid-
century, and “ leatherboard” was also made in Shirley.  Mills were also located in Malden, Bedford, and in 
the Wachusettville section of Westminster around 1850.     
 
The great variety of manufacturing during this period underscores both the ingenuity and the innovative, 
entrepreneurial spirit that prevailed across Freedom’s Way in the middle years of the 19th century.  In the 
eastern part of the region, saws were produced in Arlington in the 1830s, and spice mills at three sites led 
all types of production there in 1845.  The products of chemical companies in Malden and Medford were 
used in the leather industry in the 1850s, and other companies in Malden produced tinware and soap.  
Linseed oil and rum were made in Medford.  The manufacture of fur hats peaked with four factories in 
Lexington in 1837 around the same time that clockmaking was revived there.  The production of lead 
pencils expanded to include several small factories in Acton and Concord, one of them owned by the 
family of Henry Thoreau.  Lead pipe was manufactured in West Concord, and the production of 
gunpowder began in 1835 at Pratt’s Powder Mills straddling the borders of Concord, Acton, Sudbury and 
Maynard.  Starch was made in Groton in 1832, firearms were produced in Fitchburg in the 1840s and 
1850s, and the manufacture of baby carriages was begun in Leominster before the Civil War by the F.A. 
Whitney Carriage Company.  Among the many metal goods produced in foundries in the region were 
nails in Malden and Westford, cutlery in Pepperell from about 1850, and needles for several years in 
Sterling in the 1850s.   Window screens, sieve bottoms and other wire cloth products were produced by 
the Clinton Wire Cloth Company established in 1856 in Clinton. 
 
This robust industrial economy depended upon the broadening access to markets and the efficiency of 
shipping made possible by the railroads.  The same was true of the surge in profitability of farm products 
in the mid-1800s.  On the region’s farms, there was a gradual shift early in the period to producing goods 
for regional markets.  In agricultural towns such as Acton, Boxborough, Littleton and Sterling, orcharding 
increased — not for cider production, but for the growing of apples, pears, peaches and other fruits that 
could be shipped to the city by train.  Apples from Westford are known to have been shipped as far away 
as Europe.  Cranberries were grown in Bolton during the 1850s and 1860s, and by the 1860s table grapes 
had become a significant cash crop in Boxborough, Westford and Concord.  Horticulturalists and breeders 
were continually producing new and improved strains of vegetables and fruits, of which the Concord 
Grape is one of the best known.  Bred in Concord by Ephraim Bull in 1849, it was first marketed in 1854 
and became known, according to one report as “ the greatest vegetable improvement of the age.”   Market 
gardening also began to increase late in the period, especially in the towns nearer Boston such as 
Arlington and Lincoln.  Farmers in Concord made their first shipments of strawberries and asparagus to 
city markets before 1860.   
 
Cheese and butter were easy to transport, whether by wagon or train, and their production for market 
peaked about 1845.  Butter was an important farm product in the early part of the period, particularly in 
the agricultural towns of the central region — Ashby, Leominster, Sterling, and in Princeton, where it 
declined toward mid-century, then rose again in profitability with sales to the resort hotels around 
Wachusett Mountain.  Cheese, in particular, was made and marketed in farmers’  co-ops in some 
communities, such as Sterling, in the 1850s and 1860s.   
 
By 1865, however, whole milk sales overshadowed butter and cheese production, especially in the larger 
towns along the expanding railroad network.  Milk was shipped to Boston on the Fitchburg Railroad by 
1845, and soon special milk cars were placed on the trains that passed through farming communities.  
New breeds of cows were introduced for their ability to produce milk, the size of the cattle herds 
increased (in Concord, for example, the number of cows tripled during the period), and more farm 
acreage was given over to pasturage and the growing of hay and crops for fodder.  It became more 
popular to raise livestock for meat as well.  The number of slaughterhouses increased and more farmers 
shipped meat to markets in Boston and Worcester by the 1860s.  A cattle market in south Medford 
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contributed to that town’s economy.  Farmer’s Clubs were organized in many communities during this 
period.  Sterling’s was established in 1857 and held its first cattle show in 1859.   
 
Commerce in the Freedom’s Way region grew with the population in the expanding manufacturing 
centers and, like industry, was stimulated by the presence of the railroads, although some commercial 
sectors declined during the period.  Merchants who located businesses near the railroad depots and 
junctions included those marketing farm products, such as the 1840s business started in West Acton by 
the Mead brothers, who shipped local produce to Boston.  With the advent of coal as a fuel, combined 
coal and grain companies sprang up on railroad sidings at many depots along the rail lines.   
 
In the 1830s and 1840s, businessmen in some of the more prosperous communities established the first 
local banking institutions.  Often they appeared in pairs, one a savings bank and the other a lending 
institution.  That was the case in Winchendon as well as in Lancaster, where one bank was founded in 
1836, and a savings bank in 1845, and in Concord, where the first bank was incorporated in 1832, the 
second in 1835.   
 
Some former general stores expanded to serve customers who came by rail from surrounding 
communities to shop, such as the combined firm of Tuttles, Jones and Wetherbee, who in 1860 built the 
first true department store in the Acton vicinity across from the depot at South Acton.  “Railroad hotels”  
were built near some of the railroad stops, but many of the taverns and inns along the highways and 
turnpikes closed during this period—put out of business by the competition of the railroads and the forces 
of the temperance movement.   Similarly, while the expanding regional road network stimulated the 
stagecoach business, and privately-owned stage lines such as those owned by Gen. Amory Holman of 
Bolton proliferated in the early part of the period, by 1860 nearly all had been put out of business by the 
railroads.  One exception was a third stage route that was added in 1849 through Princeton, where a 
completely new industry—the tourist trade--was beginning.  By 1870, seven hotels had been built there 
around the base of Wachusett Mountain, several boardinghouses had been opened for vacationers, and the 
first “summit house”  (1864) had been built for those travelers hardy enough to reach the top of the 
mountain.    
 
Landscape Features 
 
Extant resources from this period include archaeological sites, rural/agricultural landscapes, town- and 
village centers, industrial complexes, neighborhoods of worker housing and of high-style residences, 
commercial districts and institutional landscapes.   Centers were more densely developed during this 
period, while the landscape outside of village and town centers was much more open than in earlier 
periods due to the expansion of farming and the cutting of timber for lumber.   
 
Regional and local road improvements and clearing of large acreages of land for agricultural use resulted 
in more stone wall building.  The many historic roads that some communities now designate as scenic 
roads tell the story of the mid-19th century transportation routes.  Railroads laid in the 1840s to 1870s 
remain, some of them, such as the Fitchburg line, still in active use.  Others have been discontinued but 
the rail corridor is retained, such as the 1850s Marlborough Branch of the Fitchburg Railroad from Acton 
through Maynard and Hudson; and the former Nashua, Acton & Nashua Railroad, known as the Red 
Line, through Acton, Westford and Dunstable.  Bridges from this period, particularly stone-arch bridges, 
are evident along the railroads, and others remain from road improvement campaigns.  In Westford, at 
least seven granite bridges, one of them a double-arch structure from 1843, remain from a town-mandated 
program of bridge improvements that began in 1831. Ashby’s Trapfall Bridge carried Route 31 over 
Trapfall Brook from 1860 to 1978 when the road was rerouted and the bridge was saved due to a National 
Register Determination of Eligibility.  The bridge now supports a walking trail over the brook.  Fitchburg 
Railroad bridges dating to the mid 1840s still carry the railroad over rivers, brooks and streams in several 
Freedom’s Way communities (Acton, Boxborough, Littleton and Fitchburg).   
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Industrial landscapes with origins in the Early Industrial Period are found throughout the Freedom’s Way 
region.  They range from single buildings to multi-building complexes composed of factories, 
storehouses, engineering structures and housing.  The factory buildings are more architecturally diverse 
than those that survive from earlier periods.  Some, such as those in Hudson, are simple rectangular 
wood-frame multi-story mill buildings.  A late 1850s two-story granite mill with stair tower still stands in 
Westford, and the 1864 Damon Mill at West Concord, designed by architect Elbridge Boyden, is a 5-story 
brick Italianate building.  While dams were important features of the factory complexes, most pre-1830 
dams were rebuilt during this period.  Examples of surviving dams of the Early Industrial Period include 
the small granite-block Faulkner Mill dam on Fort Pond Brook in South Acton, which was rebuilt in 
1848, and the Fitchburg Paper Mill Dam #4 of 1830.   
 
Good examples of factory villages survive at several locations.  One in Pepperell includes several wood-
frame boarding houses and Greek Revival row-houses.  The mill village at Winchendon Springs includes 
some double-chimney duplexes and a rare example of a seven-bay, end-chimney duplex.  In Shirley, 
workers housing consisting of tenements and a boarding house surround the three-story brick Phoenix 
Mill and mill office built by the Shakers in the 1850s.  In Clinton, brick tenements from the 1840s were 
designed by John Hoadley of Worcester, and there are good examples of multi-family housing from the 
1840s and 1850s.  Many double cottages and row houses built after 1862 still stand in Maynard, along 
with boarding houses and workers’  row houses of up to six units built between 1862 and 1875.    
 
Some commercial resources of the period still contribute to the character of the landscape in these 
communities.  Among the earliest are the rare two-story commercial blocks put up by the Milldam 
Company at Concord center in 1832 with brick parapet end- and party walls and flushboard facades.  Two 
four-story brick business blocks of the period survive at Medford Square, an 1835 brick store remains in 
Groton, and in Westminster, the original 1842 two-story, six-bay wood-frame bakery of the Westminster 
Cracker Company still stands.  A focal point of the small commercial and industrial district at South 
Acton is the remarkable four-story Italianate 1860 department store known as Exchange Hall, named for 
the meeting hall that occupies its top story.  Other privately-built meeting halls survive in Maynard 
(Union Hall-1857) and Princeton (Mechanics Hall-1852), and the small 1846 Grange Hall still faces the 
common in Sudbury.    
 

        
South Acton: Exchange Hall         Westminster: Westminster Cracker Company 
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Mid-19th-century rural landscapes, consisting mostly of farmsteads and surviving fields and pastures, are 
found primarily in the communities that remained largely agricultural during the Early Industrial Period 
such as Carlisle, Lincoln and Sterling.  In Bolton, farmsteads and fields from the period remain even in 
the town center.  The New England barn, with its main wagon entrance in the gable end, and usually 
banked into a hillside with a cellar underneath, developed as the main agricultural building on the mid 
19th century farm.  Many surviving examples form an important component of the rural landscape 
throughout most of the Freedom’s Way region.  It was also during this period that many farmhouses were 
connected by sheds to barns or other outbuildings, forming the “connected farmstead”  that characterizes 
much of the 19th-century rural New England landscape.    
 

 
Harvard: Connected farmstead 
 
Although nearly every community had a poor farm during the period, most have lost their agricultural 
component.  However, some of the poor farm dwellings remain.  One of the best examples is the 
Westford Workhouse on the Westford Town Farm, rebuilt in 1837 (originally a 1793 house) with a new 
barn added in 1858-59.   Others are found at the Harvard Poor Farm (1869), Littleton Almshouse (1861) 
on Great Road and the Sudbury Town Farm (1843).  
  
Town center landscapes of the period, feature clusters of residential and civic resources, and in some 
cases, a hotel, railroad depot or commercial structures.  Many town halls were built between the mid-
1830s and 1860s, and most survive as focal points of their town centers.  Many town halls in this period 
were constructed in the full Greek Revival style, many in the “ temple-front”  form with columns across 
their gable-front facades supporting a massive pediment.  Others built closer to the end of the period are 
Italianate structures with bell towers and bracketed cornices.  Many new churches of the period also fall 
into those two prevailing styles, although there are some good examples of Gothic Revival and 
Romanesque churches, as well.  Only a few libraries are extant from this period, including the 1862 
Goodnow Library in Sudbury built in the short-lived Octagon style (later updated to the Richardsonian 
Romanesque) and the brick Romanesque Memorial Hall and Library (built partially as a Civil War 
memorial) of 1868 in Lancaster.  
 
The increasing diversity of protestant religious societies, especially after church and state were formally 
separated in Massachusetts in 1833 led to town centers that by the end of the period were punctuated by 
multiple church steeples, rather than just the single bell tower of the colonial or early federal 
meetinghouse. Examples are found in Ashburnham (1832 Methodist Meetinghouse and the 1833 First 
Parish-Congregational Church), Fitchburg (1844 Trinitarian, 1848 Universalist, 1841 First Methodist, and 
1833 Old Baptist; all near the Upper Common), and Westminster (1822 Universalist Church and 1865 
Second Baptist Church).   
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Town halls built in the Early Industrial Period, some with new uses, remain in Westminster (1839), 
Princeton (1842), Lexington (1846), Stow (1847), Lincoln and Shirley (1848), Concord and Winchendon 
(1850), Fitchburg (1852), the second town hall in Bolton (1853), Bedford (1856), Groton (1859) and 
Acton (1862).   Other municipal structures of the period are firehouses in many communities such as 
Ashby, Concord and Shirley (ca. 1850), Westminster (1855) and Fitchburg (1860).                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                    
 
By the mid-19th century many town commons, having been fenced, landscaped and formally laid-out as 
park-like areas, also became places of commemoration.  In Acton, the country’s 75th anniversary was 
marked by the creation in 1851 of a “monument ground”  on the common, with a massive granite obelisk, 
designed by Charles E. Parker of Boston that was large enough to act as a tomb for three Revolutionary 
soldiers.  Concord had erected a small granite obelisk inspired by the 1831 Bunker Hill monument at the 
North Bridge facing the battleground of April 19, 1775.  In the 1860s the town put up another one, this 
time on a landscaped town common that was designated “Monument Square.”   By the end of the period 
more Freedom’s Way communities had landscaped their town commons, and some had erected 
monuments or statues as memorials to their Civil War dead.   
 
The romantic cemetery landscape movement of the middle of the 19th century is best demonstrated in the 
1855 Sleepy Hollow Cemetery in Concord.   It was designed by Horace W. S. Cleveland of the team of 
Cleveland and Copeland, and includes a picturesque pond that was laid out to a plan drawn by Henry 
Thoreau.  Other examples are found in Arlington (Mt. Pleasant – 1848) and in Fitchburg (Forest Hill – 
1855).  Town hearses were common by the middle of the 19th century, and hearse houses still stand in 
some of the cemeteries of the period.   
 
Only a few gentlemen’s farms and estates from this period remain in the Freedom’s Way area: the Howe 
stock farm in Bolton; the Randall Estate (now Stow Acres Golf Club) in Stow; and the Codman Estate in 
Lincoln, which had been established in the 18th century but was more fully developed as a gentleman’s 
farm and estate in this period, are among the best examples.  Most of the early summer resorts have 
disappeared.  Some exceptions are the Methodist campmeeting ground by the Waushacum Lakes in 
Sterling, and Fernside in Princeton.  The Sterling Campground is one of the major summer colonies in 
Massachusetts established by groups of Methodist churches for religious camp meetings at the height of a 
period of religious fervor in the third quarter of the nineteenth century.   Although no longer a hotel, 
Princeton’s large1835 estate, known as Fernside, was enlarged to become a summer inn for Harvard 
professors during the Early Industrial Period.   
 
Several institutional landscapes also survive from the Early Industrial period, including the earliest part of 
the campus of Tufts University in Medford, which was founded in 1852.  By 1857 two large college halls 
had been built, including one in the High Victorian Gothic style designed by architect Gridley J.F. Bryant.   
A few buildings were added to the campus of Lawrence Academy in Groton during this period, as well as 
at the Shaker village in Harvard.  The Holy Hill of Zion survives there as a landscape resource, as well.  
In Lancaster, several buildings of the period still stand at the 279-acre former State Industrial School for 
Girls, established in 1854.  A few cottages, the Industrial School Chapel built for the school in the mid 
19th century and another chapel, moved here in 1858, remain on the National Register campus.      
 
 
VI I I .   LATE INDUSTRIAL PERIOD (1871 - 1915) 

 
In the decades after the Civil War, continued industrial growth led to the development of true urban 
landscapes to accommodate the expanding factory complexes and the growing work force.  Most of the 
changes occurred after 1880, since the Panic of 1873 slowed the growth of the regional economy for 
several years in the beginning of the period.  As a result of that crisis, manufacturing became more 
consolidated, with smaller companies folding or being absorbed by larger companies.  The regional 
landscape became increasingly stratified, as multi-ethnic immigrant populations were concentrated in 
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these new urban areas and factory owners and managers relocated to neighborhoods and estates away 
from the mill villages of the Early Industrial Period.  Industrial prosperity and increased mobility were 
accompanied by improved municipal services and by more leisure time for at least some segments of the 
population.   
 
Transportation 
 
Several major advances in transportation took place over the course of this period, beginning with the 
expansion of the regional railroad lines, and followed at the turn of the 20th century by the introduction of 
the electric streetcar and the invention of the automobile.  These advances, together with the widespread 
expansion of industry and dramatic technological changes such as the advent of electricity, led to 
permanent changes in the landscape across the Freedom’s Way region.   
 
As roads continued to improve and more regional railroads were built, overland transportation became 
faster and more efficient, playing a significant role in channeling settlement and growth to the region’s 
interior towns and cities.  In the older, more established communities, the majority of new roads took the 
form of secondary roads and side streets in the town and village centers.  Clinton, which was expanding 
rapidly, extended the grid pattern of streets that it had begun in the prior period.  In some communities, 
new streets were laid out by small real-estate development companies, a trend that had begun in Concord 
both at the center and in West Concord by the early 1870s.  In Princeton, which had become a popular 
destination for vacationers, a carriage road was built to the summit of Wachusett Mountain in the 1880s.  
A road tunnel was built in Clinton, and in 1912 in Westford, electric streetlamps graced the streets of both 
the center and the secondary villages.   
 
One aspect of road improvements in the early part of the period was the upgrading of bridges.  Concord, 
for instance, carried on a campaign of replacing many of its wooden bridges with stone, and between the 
mid-1870s and mid-1880s, four granite-block bridges were built over the town’s rivers.    
 
Railroad construction, all of which took place in the first half of the Late Industrial Period, mainly 
consisted of building secondary rail lines – some linking no more than three or four communities, a few 
extending north into New Hampshire, and some bringing rail service to towns in the northwest part of the 
region for the first time.  By the mid-1880s Winchendon had become a new regional railroad center, with 
three additional rail lines including the Monadnock Railroad to the north and the Ware River line to the 
west.  A few of the new railroads were of narrow-gauge construction, such as one that opened between 
Bedford and Billerica (with a stop at Bedford Springs) in 1878.  Trestles and iron truss bridges became 
part of the landscape in many locales, and auxiliary facilities such as freight yards and freight houses, 
granite engine turntables, and a few more granite bridges were built by the railroads.  Toward 1900, 
ownership of the railroads was consolidated, with many of the regional lines taken over by long-distance 
companies such as the Old Colony Railroad, the Boston & Maine, and ultimately the New York, New 
Haven & Hartford.   
 
A horse trolley line was opened in Fitchburg in 1886, but soon the slow horse-drawn streetcars there and 
in the eastern towns were phased out and replaced by a widespread network of electric streetcars.  Most 
street railway lines were established at the turn of the 20th century, though some in the industrial towns 
opened as early as 1893 (the Clinton Street Railway) and 1894 (the Gardner Electric Street Railway).  By 
1901 passengers could travel in all directions throughout much of the region over a network of electric 
railways, changing from one line to another at intersecting points that created new commercial foci and 
reinforced the growth of town centers and commercial districts along the way.  Electric streetcars ran at 
more than double the speed of the old horsecars, radically extending the distance people could travel to 
work, thus helping to usher in a shift toward suburbanization.   
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Population 
 
Two opposing trends that had begun in the prior period accelerated in Freedom’s Way cities and towns 
between 1870 and 1915.  Populations in agricultural communities with little or no industry decreased, or 
at best remained stable, as some residents left to seek work in the industrial centers.  Towns with 
declining populations included Ashburnham, Ashby, Bolton, Dunstable, Harvard, Pepperell, Princeton 
(which decreased from 1,279 to 800) Sterling, Townsend and Westminster.  On the other hand, the 
populations of industrial communities exploded.  In the northwest part of the region, Gardner grew by 
400%, due largely to the expansion of the wood-products industry there.  Leominster’s population rose by 
350% and Fitchburg’s by 250%, reaching a population of 40,000 by 1915.  The population of the two 
newly incorporated industrial towns of Clinton and Maynard also mushroomed, with Maynard’s doubling 
in the five-year period between 1875 and 1880.    
 
The largest population increases resulted from the influx of immigrants who came to work in the 
factories.  In 1915 over one third of the residents of some communities had been born outside the United 
States.  In Gardner, the figure was 34%, and in Maynard 50%.  Even in Westford, which was still partly 
rural, 40% of the population in 1915 was foreign-born.  During the Late Industrial Period there was a shift 
from earlier waves of immigrants arriving primarily from Ireland and Canada to a wider diversity in 
ethnic groups from a variety of European countries.  While the foreign-born populations in Clinton, 
Maynard and Arlington were still dominated by the Irish until at least 1900, in other communities several 
immigrant groups were present in more equal numbers.  In Gardner in 1915, 32% of the foreign-born 
population was French Canadian, 24% Finnish, 10% Swedish, 8% Irish and 6% Russian.  French 
Canadians nearly equaled the number of Irish in Shirley, many of them having responded to an 
advertisement for workers placed in New Brunswick newspapers by the Samson Cordage Company.  In 
1915 in Princeton and Townsend, the largest group was made up of Nova Scotians.  In Bolton it was 
immigrants from Germany.  Finns were the largest group in Ashby and were present in significant 
numbers in Ashburnham and Maynard.  Other waves of immigrants later in the period came from Italy, 
Russia and Poland.  Hudson had a significant Portuguese population after 1905.     
 
The social make-up of the region’s towns and the villages (within towns) were reflective of these 
population trends.  Distinct ethnic enclaves grew up as people from particular countries of origin gathered 
together with others of similar backgrounds.  Some of the nicknames for the neighborhoods reflect a 
particular ethnic composition.  In Clinton, “ Irish Acre”  continued to expand, and “Germantown”  
developed.  “Herringville”  in Concord was home to many Nova Scotian immigrants.  Fitchburg had a 
number of ethnic neighborhoods – the French Canadians lived in Cleghorn; the Greeks in Greektown and 
the Irish  were followed by the Italians in the Patch.  Some of the workers’  housing now consisted of 
densely clustered multi-family residences, and some neighborhoods included distinctive ethnic building 
types, such as the sauna houses built in the Finnish neighborhoods.   
 
As agriculture became more market-oriented with larger dairy herds and more land planted with orchards 
and labor-intensive cash crops, increasing numbers of immigrants also came to the area to work on farms.  
Immigrants from the Scandinavian countries, in particular, found employment in Concord, Lincoln and 
Carlisle as farm laborers, many of them later purchasing their own farms.  In Concord, several of the 
larger farmers brought members of families from particular villages in Norway to work their crops.   
 
Settlement 
 
The last of the Freedom’s Way communities to become incorporated as a town was Maynard in 1871.  It 
had been known as Assabet Village, made up of sections of Stow and Sudbury.  Some communities grew 
so large that they shifted from a town to city form of government including Fitchburg (1872), Malden 
(1881), Woburn (1888), Medford (1892) and Leominster at the close of the period in 1915.   
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Urban centers continued to expand during the Late Industrial Period.  Housing increased first within 
walking distance of the factories, and from the 1890s on, in ever-wider residential zones due to the 
introduction of the streetcar.  Fitchburg, the main industrial center of the north central part of the region, 
grew rapidly with more factories, an 1871 county courthouse, a large 1878 regional train station, multi-
story business blocks and both high-income neighborhoods north of the Nashua River and multi-family 
middle and working class districts south of the river.  By the early 1900s continuous settlement had 
connected Fitchburg and Leominster into one large urban zone.  With the extension of the railroad system 
into Gardner and Winchendon, those towns underwent especially rapid development, as did Clinton to the 
south.  Medford now had a fully-developed residential street grid along its multiple trolley routes, and 
settlement in Westford grew rapidly at Graniteville and Forge Village.    
 
New types of residential neighborhoods developed during this period.  Large upper and middle-class 
suburban neighborhoods, many of them with picturesque names, took shape on new streets, especially in 
those communities closer to Boston such as Arlington, Lexington, Malden, Medford and Woburn.  Some 
of these new neighborhoods were the first true subdivisions (as early as the 1870s) developed by 
speculative real estate partnerships, most of them formed by local businessmen.  Some of them consisted 
of large houselots along new high-status streets; others as small, speculative neighborhoods of houses 
built to pattern-book designs in the many revival styles popular at the time.  Middle-class subdivisions in 
Medford, Concord, Acton, Clinton and elsewhere were filled with these smaller, less pretentious houses.  
Speculative residential building had begun by 1870 in Lexington, and by 1900 the town was heavily 
advertised as a desirable suburb of Boston.  To accommodate this new type of land development, over 
100 buildings were moved in Lexington over a fifteen-year period. 
 
Some of the new neighborhoods were known as “streetcar suburbs”  for their proximity to streetcar lines.  
Development in Malden and Woburn mushroomed with residential streetcar neighborhoods for people 
who worked in Boston.  The southwest part of Lunenberg became a streetcar suburb of Fitchburg and 
Leominster.   
 
Expanding factory villages were built up with simply-detailed single- and multi-family houses.  Multi-
family housing now included the first examples of new building types such as the classic New England 
“ three-decker,”  (especially in Fitchburg, Gardner and Malden) and by 1900, the first apartment buildings.  
Many “ two-deckers”  were built in Winchendon, and groups of duplexes were constructed in Shirley.  In 
Maynard, in the 1880s the Assabet Manufacturing Company built a small neighborhood of twelve 1 ½-
story single-family cottages overlooking the mill pond, and beginning around 1902 the company’s 
successor at the Maynard mills, the American Woolen Company, was putting up three-story tenement 
blocks.  Backyards and municipal services were included as amenities in company-built neighborhoods 
such as New Village in Maynard, laid out by the American Woolen Company on a grid of new streets in 
1903, where outdoor space and sewer service from the factory were provided with every house lot.   
 
In towns that were slightly farther away and that had benefit of the railroad, some houses began as 
summer residences.  Many were architect-designed—the first by Boston architects, and later examples by 
a growing number of local architects.  Some, such as the turn-of-the-century Nashawtuc Hill in Concord, 
were planned neighborhoods, in which such features as curving streets, ample open space and specimen 
plantings followed particular design- and philosophical principles.  In some cases the new lots were deed-
restricted to ensure conformity with the neighborhood’s original intent.   
 
Late 19th and early 20th century land development was accompanied by major infrastructure 
improvements, such as the introduction of municipal water and sewage systems, fire- and police 
departments, and the introduction of electricity.  The early years of municipal water supplies were marked 
by the development of small reservoirs, such as the two natural water bodies acquired by the Town of 
Concord in adjacent communities—Sandy Pond (1874) in Lincoln and Nagog Pond (1886) in Acton.   In 
the latter part of the period, the landscape of some Freedom’s Way communities was radically altered by 
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the construction of massive man-made reservoirs to serve the Boston area.  The Wachusett Reservoir, 
with its main dam in Clinton, flooded the southwest part of that town, resulting in the removal of some 
settlements there including residences, churches and cemeteries.  The Wyman Reservoir for the city of 
Fitchburg necessitated the removal of some of the factories at West Village in Westminster. 
 

   
Westminster: Wyman Reservoir    Acton/Littleton: Nagog Pond 
 
The need for fire departments and for water reserves for fighting fires was underscored by devastating 
conflagrations that occurred in many Freedom’s Way communities—some of them with effects so 
widespread as to alter the face of the landscape in parts of the town.  Many factories burned down and 
were rebuilt afterward as different types of structures.  A major fire destroyed part of Hudson’s downtown 
in 1894 and much of the area was reconstructed in brick.  Ashburnham lost 11 buildings in the core of its 
town center in a 1911 fire, a hotel and part of the town center were destroyed at Princeton in 1910, and 
fifty buildings at the Sterling Methodist campground burned down in 1914.  Many towns built their first 
fire stations during this period, and the first water towers appeared in the manufacturing centers.   
 
During the Late Industrial Period, local public landscapes such as town commons and parkland underwent 
dramatic changes.  At the beginning of the period only a few of the more sophisticated Freedom’s Way 
communities had designated recreational land of any kind.  Forty-five years later, public parks were found 
in virtually every city and town.  They ranged from small tranquil green spaces to playgrounds and 
ballfields, and to regional reservations and state forests.  Some remained in a natural state, while others 
were laid out by landscape architects whose designs integrated social ideals, up-to-date engineering and 
aesthetic concepts.  Among their design tools were the existing topography, carefully laid-out circulation 
systems, ornamental structures and furnishings, and new and exotic varieties of plants.  Both Bolton and 
Maynard attained their first parks during this period.  In 1905, leaders of the village improvement society 
in Bolton bought the small mill pond in the center of town, tore down the dilapidated mechanics’  shops, 
and hired architect Alfred Stone to develop the two-acre property into Pond Park.  Funds were raised for 
the development of John Crowe Park in Maynard in 1901. 
 
Throughout New England, the harsh experience of the Civil War inspired a new patriotic spirit that was 
reinforced ten years later by the nation’s centennial in 1876 and the 100th anniversary in 1875 of the April 
19th march of so many towns’  citizens to the North Bridge in Concord.  By 1870, municipalities began to 
build Civil War monuments, typically large granite obelisks, although figurative sculpture was also 
popular.  Many communities placed their monuments on the common, while others sited them on the 
lawns of public buildings or in small squares or monument grounds newly created for the purpose as in 
Westford.  These civic spaces were typically simply planted, as the emphasis was placed on patriotic and 
military symbols such as flagpoles, cannons and memorial markers in addition to the major monuments.  
Also added to the civic spaces were public fountains and watering troughs donated by individuals or by 
veterans’  or community groups.  Many towns had beautification committees or village improvement 
societies that planted flowers, shrubs and elm or maple trees in parks, commons or along major roadways.  
Toward the turn of the 20th century, these green spaces increasingly met recreational needs as well.  A 



 
Freedom’s Way Heritage Area Historic Context     

44 

bandstand was built on the Lancaster town green in 1888, and another appeared in South Acton around 
the same time.   
 
Whether town commons and parks were simply landscaped or reworked into formal memorial spaces, 
many towns acquired new municipal buildings on or around these public greens.   The largest number of 
new civic structures were libraries, followed closely by new town halls in at least four communities.  
Many were now of masonry construction, both brick and stone.  In Princeton, the town common was 
reconfigured in the 1880s, when an existing church was repositioned to one side and a new brick town 
hall and granite and brownstone library, both designed by architect Stephen Earle, were built on the 
hillside overlooking the sloping green.  Additional meeting halls were erected by organizations in 
Clinton, Sterling, Stow and Townsend, and local armories were built in Fitchburg and Concord.  Across 
the region the district school system was discontinued in favor of graded, consolidated schools, usually 
housed in buildings larger than the old one-room schoolhouses.  More communities built high schools 
during this period, as well.   It was also the era of the first sports facilities and playgrounds, some created 
with municipal funds, but others donated by private citizens.   
 
Cemetery design continued to evolve during this period.  Horace W.S. Cleveland, by 1870 the 
acknowledged dean of rural/garden cemetery design in America and landscape architect for the famed 
Sleepy Hollow Cemetery in Concord, designed a second cemetery in the area in 1876, known as 
Eastwood Cemetery located both in Bolton and in his native town of Lancaster.  A new cemetery type 
which began to appear late in the period was the lawn cemetery – laid out with markers flush to the 
ground in order to minimize associations with death and to facilitate maintenance.  However, as with 
rural/garden cemetery design, not all communities elected to adopt the new style, and many municipal 
cemeteries, especially, were laid out in the traditional manner with relatively little attention to landscape 
design.  One innovation that did influence Freedom’s Way cemeteries during this period was the greater 
availability of local granite, which became the preferred material for burial markers because of its higher 
durability than the marble and slate of earlier eras.  After the Civil War, the use of cast iron, which could 
be produced in many ornate designs, also became more prevalent.   
 
In the 1890s as areas of outstanding natural beauty began to disappear throughout the Commonwealth, 
several important regional and state-wide efforts began to preserve them.  Landscape architect Charles 
Eliot was the driving force behind the 1893 creation of the Metropolitan Park Commission, a regional 
agency chartered by the state to preserve natural area, including forested uplands, river shores and coastal 
areas within 15 miles of Boston.  His work led to the Middlesex Fells Reservation which was pieced 
together from a rocky landscape previously exploited for its natural resources: pasture, timber, granite, 
gravel, waterpower, water and ice.  By 1899 it included nearly 2,000 acres in Medford, Malden, Melrose, 
Stoneham and Winchester.  Within a decade of its creation, visitation to Middlesex Fells had increased 
dramatically.  By 1904 the Fells Parkway had been completed and in 1905 the MPC acquired Fellsmere 
Park, a former Malden city park.    
 
The Mystic River, which flows through two Freedom’s Way communities (Arlington and Medford), was 
also purchased by the MPC beginning in 1895.  Another new reservation established between 1905 and 
1919 was Alewife Brook Reservation in Cambridge, Arlington and Belmont, a link between the Charles 
River and Mystic Valley.  At about the same time the first state reservation established in the Freedom’s 
Way region was the Wachusett Mountain State Reservation, in 1900.  
 
With the shifting composition of society and a fluctuating economy, many more volunteer organizations 
were formed during the Late Industrial Period.  Farmers banded together to protect their interests, forming 
granges or farmers’  and mechanics clubs in their communities.  Local granges were founded during the 
1870s and 1880s in Bolton, Boxborough, Harvard, Princeton, Sterling, Stow, Sudbury and Winchendon.   
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New churches were built and religious societies formed, such as the Lutheran churches serving the 
German and Scandinavian populations of Clinton and Fitchburg.  Episcopal churches were founded and 
built in some communities during this period.  In the 1870s, south Lancaster became the Seventh Day 
Adventist Conference Headquarters, with both a church and a chapel surrounded by the homes of twenty 
church families.  The number of Catholic parishes and missions increased substantially and several towns 
now had more than one Catholic church (Fitchburg had five by the end of the period).  There were enough 
eastern European Jews in Gardner to establish a temple there in 1910.   
 
Educational campuses were established or expanded at several locations during the Late Industrial Period, 
many of them designed by well-known architects and landscape architects.  Concord’s Middlesex School, 
one of four new preparatory schools established in the region, was opened in 1901on the British 
preparatory-school model.  The 350-acre campus included large brick Colonial Revival buildings, 
designed by the firm of Peabody & Stearns, arranged around a grassed oval, which was part of a larger 
landscape design by the firm of Frederick Law Olmsted.  In Groton, Lawrence Academy expanded in the 
early 20th century with new multi-story brick Colonial Revival buildings, and the campus of the Groton 
School was built in the mid-1880s and expanded in 1910.  Cushing Academy opened in Ashburnham in 
1875.  In Medford, the Tufts University campus expanded with several more major buildings, and in 
Fitchburg, the State Normal School (later Fitchburg State College), opened in 1896 on a Colonial Revival 
campus with some buildings designed by the prolific local architect, H.M. Francis.  In Lancaster, Atlantic 
Union College was founded in 1882.   
 
Large state-run institutions changed the faces of two communities.  The new Massachusetts State  
Prison, designed by architect George Ropes, opened at the west edge of Concord in 1878 and expanded 
into the surrounding rural area of Concord and Acton when it became the Massachusetts Reformatory for 
Men in 1884.  A large amount of single and multi-family housing, some of it constructed by the 
Commonwealth, was built adjacent to the prison/reformatory both for and by its employees from the mid-
1870s through the 1890s, and a large farm worked by the reformatory inmates spread west into Acton 
along the old Union Turnpike (Route 2).  In Gardner, the Commonwealth established the Gardner State 
Colony for the Insane in 1904.  On the belief that a wholesome upland environment would be beneficial 
to the patients, the hospital was built on a design of dispersed cottage residences around a central 
administration/treatment complex. 
 

 
Concord: Massachusetts Reformatory for Men - Farm 
 
Several other institutional landscapes established by the Commonwealth date to the Late Industrial 
Period.  In Shirley, the large Shaker community property was sold to the Commonwealth, which by 1915 
had remodeled existing structures and built several new Colonial Revival buildings for the new State 
Industrial School for Boys, which now is MCI-Shirley.  The Industrial School campus was designed by 
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Arthur Shurcliff (then Shurtleff).  In Fitchburg, Burbank Hospital, with several Georgian and Federal 
Revival buildings, was established by the Commonwealth in 1901.  In Harvard, the Fruitlands Museum 
was organized in 1914 by Clara Endicott Sears.   
 
The unparalleled economic growth that greatly increased the wealth of the upper class led to the 
development of more country estates during this period.  Some of these large properties were based on 
formal European design precedents and included large country houses in the prevailing styles of the 
period, while others employed a more informal approach to landscape design, many of them incorporating 
existing buildings on old established farms.  Some of the former type was developed in the east part of the 
region, particularly as riverfront estates in Lincoln and Concord.  Farms in many communities including 
Bolton, Concord, Lincoln, Princeton, Shirley and Sudbury were upgraded to progressive “gentlemen’s 
farms”  specializing in horticulture, stock farming and dairying.   
 
In Harvard, Fiske Warren established a unique enclave known as Tahanto that was based on the premise 
that land belonged to the community and only the improvements on the land (houses) could be 
individually owned.  Many people who subscribed to this theory moved to Harvard to be part of the 
enclave, which was part of a world-wide movement.  The idea attracted an unusual collection of residents 
willing to experiment in these life-style and land ownership arrangements.   
 
Princeton continued to develop as a summer resort, with more hotels and a number of summer cottages 
and the Bedford Springs health resort in Bedford greatly expanded after the Civil War.  Small summer-
cottage communities in the Freedom’s Way region appeared during the period at several lakes and ponds.  
Most consisted of small seasonal cabins or cottages on tiny lots, such as those laid out along the shores of 
Lake Boon in Stow and Hudson and on Lost Lake in Groton.  In Sterling, one local farmer capitalized on 
both the rural appeal and the recreational facilities on the Waushacum Lakes by laying out a grid of 
streets on his farmland at West Waushacum Lake, where 13 summer cottages were standing by 1898.   
 
Also in Sterling, the Worcester Boys Club established one of the first summer camps in the region in 
1889 on the shore of West Waushacum Pond.  Overlooking East Waushacum Pond, the Sterling 
Campmeeting was further developed with buildings and by 1900 142 summer cottages owned by the 
Campmeeting Association ringed the central tabernacle, along with several communal buildings and 
fifteen boardinghouses belonging to various Methodist congregations.   
 
In the late 19th century and early 20th century a few communities dedicated local lakes and ponds to 
recreation.  Some, such as Lake Watatic in Ashby and West’s Pond in Bolton, were reserved primarily for 
fishing and hunting.  Others, especially those easily reached by rail or trolley, were developed with 
amusement facilities such as bowling alleys and dance halls, and some featured swimming beaches and 
steamboat service.  Waushacum Park, the public amusement facility that opened on East Waushacum 
Pond in 1879, featured all of those facilities and was a model for several others in the region.  Similar 
picnic groves and amusement parks on interior ponds throughout the region drew summer day-trippers 
from the cities, including one on Walden Pond at the Concord/Lincoln town line.  In Lunenberg, Whalom 
Park, located on the shore of Whalom Lake, was established in 1893 by the Fitchburg & Leominster 
Street Railway.  It became the largest amusement park in the region.     
 
By the dawn of the 20th century, most of these inland ponds and lakes had clusters of summer cottages 
along their shores, some of them coalescing into true lakeside communities.  In Ashburnham, which had 
two natural ponds and the Winnekeag Reservoir, Lake Watatic was created by private enterprise in 1907 
specifically for recreational purposes, including the Lake Watatic Fishing and Hunting Club.  Clusters of 
cottages were constructed around Lake Boon in Stow and Hudson, and the Hudson side of the lake had 
the added benefit of being served by a streetcar.   
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Economy 
 
Manufacturing in the Freedom’s Way region reached its height during the Late Industrial Period.  The 
Civil War and the interruption of the southern trade, however, led to a rapid decline in some sectors of the 
shoe and textile industries.  Manufacturing in general contracted during the depressions of the mid-1870s 
and 1880s and the major industries consolidated as large companies absorbed smaller ones.  Other shifts 
in manufacturing were seen in “home work”  which gradually declined and ultimately died out.  It 
continued for a while in some phases of shoe production, and lasted longest in the chairmaking industry.  
Chair caning was still done by home workers until machines that could produce fancy caned patterns 
came into use in the 1870s, and chair painting as home work lasted even longer.   
 
Textile manufacturing, which went into a decline in the region during the late 19th century depressions 
and suffered associated labor conflicts in the 1890s, was consolidated and diversified somewhat over the 
period.  In Clinton, carpet manufacturing and the production of cotton gingham and of wire cloth 
expanded in the last quarter of the 19th century.  The Bigelow Carpet Company, which by 1885 had 
become the largest manufacturer in the world for some types of carpets, merged with the Lowell 
Manufacturing Company in 1899 and in turn with the Hartford Manufacturing Company in 1914.  Cotton 
manufacturing also survived in Lancaster, where yarn was produced, and in Winchendon.  The wool 
industry suffered greatly, even in Maynard, which developed into one of the largest wool manufacturing 
centers in the country in the 1880s.  The Assabet Manufacturing Company there went bankrupt in 1898, 
and was absorbed by the giant American Woolen Company in 1900.  The worsted industry continued in 
Westford on a small scale, and small shoddy (reprocessed wool) mills operated in Acton, Ayer and 
Harvard.  The first knitting mills in the region began operation in Malden by 1907.  Leominster added 
shirt-making to its diverse industries in the 1880s, and suspenders were manufactured at the President 
Company in Shirley beginning in the 1890s.  Also in Shirley, in 1888 the old Phoenix Mill (a Shaker mill) 
was reopened by the Samson Cordage company.  The wire-weaving industry begun in Clinton in the 
1850s under E.B. Bigelow grew into the largest wire-weaving operation worldwide, with six mills by 
1885 and 1,000 employees by the beginning of World War I.   
 
Boots and shoes led manufacturing in the western part of the region through the first half of the Late 
Industrial Period.  The decline of the industry was precipitous after the 1890s, with only Fitchburg 
remaining as a significant shoe-manufacturing center by 1915.   Shoemaking also continued into the 20th 
century in Hudson and in Malden, where the Boston Rubber Shoe Company, which was the largest of its 
type in the world by 1900, was the leading local industry.  The related leather-processing industry 
effectively ended in the west-central area by 1915, continuing only in Fitchburg on a small scale.  It was 
stronger in the east: Woburn had 26 tanneries in 1884, and though many closed by 1910, some converted 
to making patent leather.   
 
Woodworking industries continued strong in the northwest part of the region.  During this period Gardner 
became one of the world’s leading chair-manufacturing centers.  In 1880 the Heywood chair factory in 
Gardner employed 1,300 people and produced $2.5 million worth of goods.  Ashburnham, where the 
Boston Chair Company was one of the largest chair manufacturers in New England until 1894, continued 
second in the region after Gardner.  Chairmaking also continued in Sterling and Princeton.  Fitchburg was 
an important center for rattan furniture after the American Rattan Company was established there in 1876, 
although the industry was diminished by the depression of the 1890s.  In the late 19th century, 65% of the 
piano cases made in the U.S. were manufactured in Leominster, at the Richardson Piano Case Company’s 
factory (1891), which was the largest in the country.  Toys were manufactured in Winchendon beginning 
in the 1870s, and by the early 20th century toy making was one of the town’s leading industries, especially 
under the Mason & Parker Manufacturing Company.  Wooden boxes were still made in Groton 
throughout the period.   
 



 
Freedom’s Way Heritage Area Historic Context     

48 

Extractive industries continued to be an important part of the economy in some locations.  The potteries 
of west Sterling produced both art wares and utilitarian pottery before closing in 1896.  Brickyards in 
Medford turned out over 15 million bricks in 1890, and in the 1890s a new brickworks and fuller’s earth 
pit opened in the northeast part of Lancaster.  The old slate quarry there also reopened in the 1870s.  
Granite quarries and stone cutting were successful especially in Fitchburg and Townsend, stimulated by a 
renewed demand for granite used in the many war monuments of the time, and by the increased use of 
stone in civic and public buildings.  One extractive industry that expanded due to railroad shipping was 
the ice industry.  Ice was harvested from local ponds throughout the region, and in Arlington, Wood’s Ice 
Tool Works, founded in the 1870s, merged with the Gifford Brothers Company in 1905 to become one of 
the largest manufacturers of ice-cutting tools in the U.S.  In Lexington, the discovery of ochre deposits 
early in the period led to the establishment of the Lexington Paint Company in the 1870s.   
 
Comb manufacturing was in decline throughout the region by the 1870s.  A change in the dehorning of 
cattle and competition from rubber combs ended these businesses in most communities.  After the 
invention of celluloid in the 1870s, however, manufacturers in Leominster adapted their factories to 
producing celluloid products.  Most important in the field were the 1901 Viscoloid Company and the 
merger of three comb-making firms in 1912.   
 
Paper manufacturing declined during the period, but survived especially in Fitchburg; in Pepperell, where 
it expanded into the mid-1890s, and in west Groton, where strawboard was being produced in 1875, 
followed shortly by leatherboard.   
 
Although agriculture declined in industrial communities, many rural towns saw a rise in productivity as 
well as more land put to use as pasture.  The cycles of inflation and depression affected farm profits, 
however, especially in the west central region of the state, where local markets declined with the loss of 
some industry and the emigration of many residents to the west.  The price of farmland there remained 
static or declined, marginally productive farmland was abandoned, and many small farms were 
consolidated into larger farms.  The stage was set for a “ reverse migration,”  especially later in the period, 
of immigrants who moved from the cities onto neglected or abandoned farms.  The uncertain economy 
produced a similar effect in the eastern towns, where by the turn of the 20th century many farms were 
owned and operated by Irish, Canadian, Scandinavian and Italian farmers.  In 1899 in Concord, for 
instance, 40 farms were owned by Irish immigrants, 16 by Scandinavians and 14 by farmers from the 
maritime provinces of Canada.   
 
Dairy farmers’  marketing of whole milk increased substantially, and corn became a primary crop used as 
fodder for the cows.  By 1875 Lexington was second in the state for milk production, with 500,000 
gallons.  In the central and northwest part of the region Bolton, Harvard, Fitchburg and Sterling all 
produced in excess of 400,000 gallons of milk annually by 1885; in 1895 Princeton produced 500,000 
gallons.  By the 1890s, as transportation improvements opened up same-day markets in Boston and 
Worcester, poultry farming became a new agricultural specialty.  Market gardening increased in some 
communities including Bedford, Lincoln, Maynard and Princeton, and by the 1880s glass greenhouses 
were extending the growing season.  Sudbury’s first greenhouse was built in 1879; there were 30 more in 
the town by 1889 when Sudbury gained the reputation of the “Carnation Capital”  of the region.   Market 
farmers were especially innovative in Arlington, which was one of the first places to use electric light in 
the growing of plants.   
 
Orchards in the region expanded greatly after the introduction of the McIntosh apple in the 1890s.  Large 
orchards were developed in Harvard, Lancaster, Bolton, Boxborough, Stow, Acton, Sterling and 
Westford.  Their presence spawned associated businesses, especially near the railroads, such as cider and 
vinegar mills in Acton, Littleton and Sterling, and apple shipping businesses such as that founded by 
Arthur Blanchard in West Acton.  The production of other orchard fruits expanded as well.  In 1905, the 



 
Freedom’s Way Heritage Area Historic Context     

49 

town of Harvard led the state in the number of pear trees cultivated and in the quantity of cider apples 
harvested.   
 
The economy of the region during the Late Industrial Period was also enhanced by a variety of small 
industries and by an increase in commerce.  By 1895 there were four printing plants operating in Clinton, 
and the paint and varnish industry was strong in Malden.  New utility industries were evolving with the 
development of gas lighting and eventually electricity.  Tourism reached its peak around Wachusett 
Mountain between the 1870s and 1890s, in turn stimulating the local market for agricultural goods in the 
Princeton area.   Even average farmers reaped additional income by renting out rooms to summer 
boarders.  The hotels in Princeton declined by the turn of the 20th century, however, as the trend turned to 
the building of summer houses.     
 
Landscape Features 
 
A large number and variety of landscapes are extant from the Late Industrial Period, including some new 
landscape types.   Town centers, secondary villages, industrial complexes and downtowns continued to 
evolve.  Due both to the demands of growing populations and, in some cases, to the unforeseen effects of 
transportation advancements, general economic forces, or devastating fires, much of what remains in the 
region today is the product of the Late Industrial Period.  Many more late-19th and early 20th century farm 
buildings and structures survive than from previous periods.  Many of the landscape changes associated 
with the increase in orchards and with the expanded hayfields and pastures of dairy farms are still with us.  
Designed landscapes of the period such as parks, cemeteries, memorial town greens and commons, 
country estates and institutional campuses have evolved from this period as well.   
 
Roads were improved and bridges rebuilt.  In Concord, a single-arch, a double-arch, a triple-arch, and 
even a four-arch stone bridge over the Concord River remain from this period.  In Medford, the Cradock 
Bridge over the Mystic River, which was rebuilt in granite in 1882, remains in use today, and Westford 
boasts an 80-foot, three-span bridge over Stony Brook as well as a stone-arched bridge carrying the Red 
Line over the brook.   
 

 
Westford:  Red Line Stone Arched Bridge 
 
Only a few resources remain that were associated with the streetcars, such as a powerhouse and car barn 
in Maynard, a waiting station and powerhouse in Westford, and a trolley shelter in Stow.  Whalom Park 
in Lunenberg, one of the region’s two significant “ trolley parks”—early amusement parks made 
accessible by the streetcar—closed in 2000 and was dismantled in 2006.     
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Throughout the region there are extant residential neighborhoods representative of trends associated with 
the economic and social changes of the time.  Arlington Heights and East Arlington, for instance, are 
large high-style neighborhoods dating from the late 19th century.  In Lexington, large, gracious, tree 
shaded neighborhoods at Meriam Hill and Munroe Hill date from the 1870s to the 1890s.  Concord’s 
Hubbard Street of 1872, which was extended fifteen years later for the lower-income Herringville 
neighborhood of smaller, more modest houses near the railroad is another example of middle-class 
neighborhoods.  One of the better preserved factory-built neighborhoods is Maynard’s Presidents’  
Neighborhood, a compact area of well-preserved worker houses on small lots lining streets that are named 
after US presidents. 
 
The first summer-cottage communities (excluding the campmeeting in Sterling) in the Freedom’s Way 
region appeared during the period at several lakes and ponds.  Summer cottage communities of small 
seasonal cabins or cottages on tiny lots, have been converted to year-round residences for the most part on 
the shores of Lake Boon in Stow and Hudson and on Lost Lake in Groton.   
 
While some mill complexes from earlier periods exist today only as ruins, many industrial landscapes 
survive from the period across the Freedom’s Way region.  Partly because of the ever-present threat of 
fire, most of the factory buildings constructed after 1885 are of brick, rather than wood.  By this time 
most were at least two stories high (at least one in the Heywood-Wakefield complex in Gardner is six 
stories).  Many were built with clock or stair towers and eventually elevator towers that lend vertical 
contrast to the long rectangular blocks of the factories themselves.  Many simply-detailed two and 3-story 
brick factory buildings with stair towers and corbelled cornices survive from the latter part of the period 
in Clinton and Fitchburg.  Fitchburg also has some examples of earlier mansard-roofed factory buildings.  
In Maynard, most buildings in the large brick mill complex of the American Woolen Company date to the 
decade between 1905 and 1915, when nearly a dozen major buildings were constructed.   The mill clock 
tower there is a major focal point, as is the one at the C.A. Edgarton Co. (also known as the President’s 
Suspender Company) in Shirley, which is a three-story wood clapboard building.  More three-story brick 
mills were erected in the late 19th century in Winchendon, and in Westford, the granite mills of 
Graniteville date to this period.   
 

  
Shirley: C. A. Edgarton Company    Shirley: Shaker Mill – Samson Cordage 
 
With the growth of both population and public transportation systems, the region’s commercial 
downtowns also continued to expand with new types of buildings.  Two and three-story brick commercial 
blocks with apartments and/or offices on the upper stories and plate-glass storefronts at street level 
became widespread and still exist in Ayer, Clinton, Fitchburg, Gardner, Woburn and several other 
communities.  A distinctive architectural change was the use of yellow brick in many commercial blocks 
by 1900, such as some in Arlington and Malden.  The development of decorative brick and terra cotta in a 
wide variety of shapes also enhanced building facades in the downtowns.     
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Outside the more populous areas, while portions of farmsteads and some remnants of field patterns 
remain from earlier periods, much of the agricultural landscape of the Freedom’s Way region as we know 
it today took shape during the Late Industrial Period.  The apple orchards that cover the hillsides in 
Harvard, Stow and Bolton, for instance, have evolved from those planted with improved varieties of fruit 
that came along toward the end of the 19th century.  Similarly, patterns of hayfields and pasture 
punctuated with farmsteads with wooden silos and banked New England barns are largely part of the 
dairy-farm landscape of the post-Civil War period, with examples remaining in Sterling, Bolton and 
Princeton.  Relationships between farmhouses and outbuildings lend a great variety to the agricultural 
landscape.  In some areas, houses and barns stand side by side; in others it is more common to see them 
facing each other across a road, as at the Hezikeiah Spaulding Farm and Longley Farm (Whitney Road) in 
Shirley where the 19th century farmhouse and mid-19th century barn were expanded in the early 20th 
century with gambrel-roofed dairy barns across the road from the earlier farmsteads.  In Sterling at the 
Buttrick-Nourse Farm the 18th century farmhouse stands on one side of Rugg Road overlooking Redstone 
Hill, and the large intact James Buttrick Barn (1879) and the other farm buildings stand on the other side.  
The Freedom’s Way area also has many outstanding examples of connected farmsteads, which evolved 
through the mid-19th century to their full development during this period.   
 
Town commons and public green spaces formed during this period of development include Bolton’s Pond 
Park (1905) and Maynard’s John Crowe Park (1901).  Lancaster’s 1888 gazebo remains from the Late 
Industrial Period.  Fitchburg’s Coggshall Park, donated to the city in 1894, is a large natural park with 
212 acres of forest, roadways, a pond and some meadow land outside of the city center.  
  
Municipal buildings dating to the late 19th and early 20th century include masonry libraries designed by 
eminent Victorian architect H.H. Richardson built at the edge of green spaces in Woburn (1877) and 
Malden (1885).  A new type of municipal building, the masonry fire station, also appeared during this 
period.  Nearly half of the municipalities retain a firehouse from this period.  Some examples are 
Ashburnham’s Undine Fire Company Engine House (1872), Fitchburg Central (1893), Gardner’s Elm 
Street Fire House (1897) and others in Concord, Leominster, Lexington, Malden, Medford, Westford and 
Winchendon.   
 
At a distance from the center common, a few communities also built armories during this period such as 
Concord (1887), Fitchburg (1891) and Hudson (1910).  Some acquired pump stations for their new water- 
or sewer systems (Concord and Lincoln), and toward the end of the period, electrical substations 
(Arlington, Concord).        
 
With more leisure time and a growing trend toward active recreation, playgrounds became increasingly 
popular by the early 20th century.  Examples are Concord’s Emerson Playground laid out in 1887 with 
funds from a donation from the Emerson family and Westford’s five-acre Whitney Playground, 
established in 1911, also the result of a family donation.   
 
Wachusett Mountain State Reservation, established in 1900, has some features from this era including the 
stone Harlow Outlook, the Superintendent’s House (1903) and trails and roadways.  The hotels and most 
recreational buildings on the mountain of this period have burned or been demolished.  At the turn of the 
century Malden’s Fellsmere Park was added to the Metropolitan Park system as part of the Middlesex 
Reservation.   

Examples of educational campuses established or expanded during the Late Industrial Period are found in 
Concord and Groton.  Concord’s Middlesex School retains it early 20th century core campus of Colonial 
Revival brick buildings around an oval.  In Groton, Lawrence Academy’s multi-story brick Colonial 
Revival buildings were part of Late Industrial Period expansions.  The Groton School retains its English-
inspired Queen Anne and Colonial Revival academic buildings and a ca. 1902 chapel in the English 
Perpendicular style.  Medford’s Tufts University has several major buildings added to its campus in this 
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period.  The State Normal School (later Fitchburg State College) in Fitchburg has a Colonial Revival 
campus with some buildings designed by the prolific local architect, H.M. Francis when it opened in 
1896.   
 
Several other significant institutional landscapes retain buildings and landscapes from this period.  The 
1878 brick Italianate wardens’  residence/administration building at the State Prison in Concord still 
survives.  In Shirley, MCI-Shirley (formerly the State Industrial School for Boys) retains its remodeled 
Shaker community buildings and the 1915 Colonial Revival buildings constructed for the school.  In 
Fitchburg, Burbank Hospital, established by the Commonwealth in 1901, retains its Georgian- and 
Federal revival buildings.   
 
Cemeteries were expanded and new ones established in the rural garden design or lawn-cemetery 
tradition.  The Eastwood Cemetery, an example of a rural garden design by Horace W. S. Cleveland, is 
located both in Bolton and Lancaster.  Many newly established cemeteries were for a specific ethnic or 
religious group.  Examples of cemeteries established specifically for Catholics can be found in nearly all 
of the Freedom’s Way communities.  Cast-iron gates and fencing from the period survive in many 
cemeteries such as Bolton’s Pan Burying Ground and Concord’s Sleepy Hollow, and cast-iron urns and 
fountains provide focal points in many parks, town greens, and cemeteries.   
 
Granite began to be more widely used for other landscape purposes as well - from curbing to steps to 
fence posts and fountains.  Across the Freedom’s Way region, there are examples of granite watering 
troughs, sign posts, and hitching posts dotting the landscape, especially along the main roads.     
 
Golf and country clubs established in a few communities in the late 19th or early 20th century remain 
active today.  The Concord Country Club, a private club with golf course, was one of the earliest, 
organized in 1898.   
 
Estates established in the Late Industrial Period were not nearly as grand as some in other regions of 
Massachusetts; however there were a number in the eastern Freedom’s Way communities.  Some 
examples are the Storrow Estate (1899) and the Julian Decordova Estate (1882) in Lincoln and the 
Stedman Buttrick Estate (1911) in Concord.  One of several river-front estates built in Concord in this 
period is the Thomas Mott Shaw Estate, built in 1910 in the English Revival style by the architect-owner, 
known for his work at Colonial Williamsburg.   
 
 
VI I I .   EARLY MODERN PERIOD (1915 - 1940)   
    
The Early Modern Period, which began with the First World War and ended with the Second, was 
characterized by increased mobility and major economic shifts, including the devastating ten years of the 
Great Depression from 1929 to 1939.  By the end of the period many of the urban centers that had gained 
national prominence in the Late Industrial Period had gone into decline due to the combined effects of the 
two wars, the Depression and the removal of industries to the south.  Extreme weather events in the late 
1930s added to the economic hardships and altered parts of the landscape when the region was hit hard by 
the floods of 1936 and the Great Hurricane of 1938.   
 
Transportation 
 
Probably the most dramatic change during the Early Modern Period was in the area of transportation.  
Over the first half of the period the automobile gradually became the dominant form of transportation.  
One result was a drastic decline in the regional rail system; another was a steep reduction in streetcar use.  
While the major railroads continued to be the primary means of shipping freight, many of the secondary 
rail lines closed, and passenger service was discontinued along many of the remaining routes by 1940.  
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Most of the streetcar lines outside the major urban areas were abandoned by the mid-1920s.  Only local 
streetcar service continued in the Fitchburg area, as it did on the main street-railway lines that served the 
communities closest to Boston, including Arlington, Malden and Medford.  By the 1930s regional bus 
lines had begun to carry passengers between communities.  One of the earliest was the line that began 
operating out of the former street railway car barn in Maynard in 1923, following the route of the defunct 
Concord, Maynard and Hudson Street Railway.   
 
The dawn of the automobile age was accompanied by widespread improvement of existing roads and the 
construction of new regional auto routes and highways throughout the region.  Automobile travel in turn 
stimulated new categories of roadside businesses, and hence new types of road-related landscapes.  Roads 
that were upgraded during the period included some of the old county roads and turnpikes, many of which 
received paved surfaces by 1930.   Old bridges were replaced with concrete bridges, some of which still 
remain in use even on heavily traveled roads.    
 
Massachusetts established the first state highways as part of the New England Interstate Highway System 
in 1923.  Since 1914, however, what later became Route 2 had been designated as a scenic highway.  The 
road, the major east-west long distance corridor through the northern part of the state, passed through 
several Freedom’s Way communities.  It was one of the first official scenic highways in the nation.  After 
1924, with the creation of the United States Highway System and the federally-funded civilian work 
projects during the Depression, highway construction continued.  Important public works highway 
projects that affected Freedom’s Way included: the building of U.S. Route 1 as the main north-south 
federal highway along the east coast, (which included a 1936 art deco interchange in Malden); the 1930s 
federal highway construction of U.S. Route 20, which passed east- to west through Sudbury in the south 
part of the region; and, U.S. Route 202 as a north-south route to New Hampshire, passing through 
Winchendon.    
 
Some new sections of roads were built in order to route traffic away from town centers, such as the mid-
1930s section of the present Route 2, then called the Concord Turnpike, which bypassed Concord center 
as a link between the old Cambridge Turnpike at the southeast end of town and the Union Turnpike at the 
Concord Reformatory.  In Sudbury, private funds even paid for the relocation of a section of the Boston 
Post Road (later Route 20) when in 1927 Henry Ford had part of the road re-constructed as a model 
highway to bypass his Wayside Inn.  Also during the period, existing MDC parkways in Medford and 
Malden were improved for the automobile with paving and the construction of new bridges. 
 
By the early 1930s, air transport was growing in significance, and a few small landing fields appeared 
within the Freedom’s Way region.  One that served the Clinton area opened in Bolton in the 1930s, and 
the small Fitchburg-Leominster Airport opened off Route 12 by 1937.  Most of the early air strips, many 
located on land leased from farmers, consisted only of a grassed landing area with fuel facilities and 
perhaps a hangar.  Stow Airport started as a small strip and expanded into Boxborough before it was 
widely realized.  At the close of the period, as air traffic to and from Boston was rapidly increasing, 
Hanscom Field (originally known as the Boston-Bedford Airport) began as an auxiliary airport on 500 
acres in Bedford, Concord and Lincoln.  
 
Population 
 
Between World War I and World War II, population trends once again were slightly different for small 
towns than for the larger industrial centers.  Some rural towns with populations between 300 and 3,000 
saw a decline during the first part of the Early Modern Period and a slight increase through the remaining 
years to 1940.  Towns with this type of slow, sporadic growth included Ashby, Bolton, Boxborough, 
Groton, Harvard, Lancaster, Lincoln, Sterling, Stow and Sudbury.   Pepperell and Princeton actually lost 
population during this time, with Princeton declining by 11%.  Clinton, an industrial town, also lost 
population, declining 6% over the period from 13,192 to 12,440; Maynard declined from 7,086 to 6,812 
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between 1920 and 1940 – both losses illustrating the impact of the economic downturn in the textile 
industry.   
 
More stable industrial centers (both cities and towns) that had experienced unprecedented bursts in 
population of up to 400% in the Late Industrial Period slowed their rate of expansion especially after 
1924, when immigration regulations were first put into place.  Their populations decreased also due to the 
closing of factories in the 1920s and 1930s, and stabilized afterward.  This population pattern was true of 
the towns of Ashburnham, Hudson, Maynard, and Winchendon.  The city of Fitchburg grew by only 5% 
over the 25-year period, from 39,656 in 1915 to 41,824 in 1940.  Some secondary industrial centers grew 
moderately.  The population of Leominster increased by 26%, and Gardner grew by 23%, from 16,376 to 
20,245 during the period.  
 
The trend toward suburbanization in communities adjacent to cities continued through the 1920s, as 
population was dispersed out of the cities and into new and expanding neighborhoods in nearby towns.  
Suburban expansion near Boston and Cambridge was responsible for rapid growth in Arlington, which 
grew by 2 ½ times in the fifteen years between 1915 and 1930; 12,000 people arrived there between 1925 
and 1930; by 1940 the population was 40,000.  In Lexington, the population multiplied 2 ½ times over the 
course of the Early Modern Period, reaching 13,187 in 1940; and in Medford, the population doubled 
between 1915 and 1930, to almost 60,000.  By 1930 Malden had reached a population of 58,000.  
Lunenberg, which was rapidly becoming a suburb of Fitchburg, grew from 1,610 in 1915 to 2,195 in 
1940.  These figures demonstrate some of the trends of the region. 
 
For the most part, cities and towns saw a decrease in the percentage of foreign-born residents as the 
pattern of dispersal accelerated and the impact of immigration-control legislation took effect.  The 
greatest concentration of immigrants continued to be in the larger manufacturing centers, however, such 
as Fitchburg, Gardner, and Clinton.  In the towns of Ashby, Lunenberg, Townsend and Westminster, the 
foreign-born population actually increased.   
 
Generally, during the early part of the period the largest group of immigrants came from French Canada, 
with others arriving from Ireland, Italy and several eastern European countries as well as Greece, Turkey 
and Lebanon.  There were also small numbers of English, Finn, German, and Scots immigrants.  Some 
newcomers chose to settle in rural communities or relocated there from the factory towns.  In Ashby, a 
rural town in the northern most part of the region, 26% of the residents in 1940 were foreign-born.  
 
By this time, an increasing number of children and grandchildren of immigrants employed in the white-
collar professions, had moved out of working-class neighborhoods, and became influential socially, 
economically, and politically.  Ethnic-based clubs, societies, and volunteer organizations continued to 
flourish, as did new religious congregations.  In Clinton, for instance, a new synagogue was founded 
during this period.     
 
In the last decade of the Early Modern Period, the Great Depression disrupted the social patterns of the 
region as more and more people became unemployed.  Manufacturing communities, especially those 
which had depended on the textile industry, were particularly affected.  In Clinton 26% of the men were 
unemployed in 1940.  In Fitchburg, Leominster and Winchendon, unemployment reached 15%.    
 
Settlement 
 
In 1921, Gardner, which continued to grow rapidly through World War I, became a city.  Other 
communities were transformed during the Early Modern Period into true suburbs of adjacent metropolitan 
areas.  In those where the trolley systems continued to operate such as Malden, Medford, Fitchburg and 
Lunenberg, linear streetcar-suburb development continued at least into the 1920s along the trolley lines.  
In the latter part of the period, automobile suburbs appeared throughout the region.  Laid out with 
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automobile circulation in mind, these sprawling neighborhoods with their wide paved streets, driveways 
and garages, were increasingly developed on land at a distance from commercial centers of cities and 
towns, sometimes incorporating secondary commercial areas within them.  Automobile-oriented suburban 
development proliferated in Arlington, Medford and Malden, where nearly all available land had been 
developed by the end of the period.  While the largest suburbs consisted primarily of single-family 
neighborhoods oriented along the auto routes, multi-family housing was still being constructed in some 
areas.  In Medford, residential development lined the auto parkways with high-status neighborhoods 
along the Mystic Valley Parkway and with more modest housing along the Fellsway.   
 
Residential decentralization in the Early Modern Period led to the establishment of secondary commercial 
centers in some locations such as Arlington Heights and East Arlington, in the shopping areas that 
sprouted at some major crossroads in Lexington, and in a few commercial strips oriented to the 
automobile. Growth nearly ceased in towns and villages that had depended on the cotton textile industry.  
At the same time, however, industrial expansion through the 1920s in some manufacturing communities 
such as Winchendon, where the toy industry continued to thrive, was accompanied by growth in both its 
residential and commercial sectors.   
 
The existing central downtowns expanded in a few communities.  In Maynard, most of the extant 
downtown commercial buildings took its form with two-story commercial blocks along its main streets.  
Fitchburg’s downtown expanded with multi-story buildings, and several high-rise urban office blocks 
were built in Malden.  The commercial center of Gardner shifted completely to West Gardner, where 
several brick commercial blocks were built.          
                                                                                                                                                  
While rural settlement continued to decline, some rural communities saw significant development in 
recreational cottage construction on the shores of lakes and ponds.  In Ashburnham, these cottages on the 
town’s several bodies of water accounted for a large part of the development of the period.  This was also 
the trend on Westminster’s Wyman Lake and in Groton, where the dense cottage community on Lost 
Lake dates to after 1924.  In Lancaster, summer cottages sprouted along Fort Pond and Spectacle Pond; in 
Stow and Hudson on Lake Boon  (also known as Boon’s Pond); and in Lunenberg on the shores of two 
reservoirs.  In Concord, concerns about cottages put up on lots as small as 1,685 square feet around White 
Pond led to the establishment in 1931 of one of the earliest municipal zoning bylaws in the state.  In 
Westford, where cottage development at Nabnasset Pond had begun in the Late Industrial Period, many of 
the houses were altered to become year-round residences.   
 
Municipal infrastructure improvements continued in this period with the introduction of more water- and 
sewer systems, a shift of some fire departments from private to public service, and the continued 
consolidation of school systems.  Many new schools were built, including more local high schools and a 
new type of public educational institution, the junior high school.  The federal government built many 
more local post offices in this period.  Growth in Gardner led to the creation of a new municipal center 
when it moved its city government operations from the old common to Pleasant Street, where a county 
courthouse was built about 1920, a police station in 1928, a post office in 1935, and the city hall in 1940.    
 
Parkway construction under the Metropolitan Park Commission (which was replaced in 1920 by the 
Metropolitan District Commission) continued during the Early Modern Period in the eastern part of the 
region.  Completing a project planned at the turn of the 20th  century, the M.P.C. constructed Alewife 
Brook Parkway through Arlington in 1916, with final surfacing in 1919.   
 
A few Early Modern state institutions both altered or preserved parts of the landscape during this period.  
One of the largest was a state veterans’  hospital constructed after 1927 in Bedford.  On part of the 300 
acres associated with the Concord Reformatory, a minimum security facility, the Northeastern 
Correctional Center, was established in 1932.  The inmates, housed in a 100-bed dormitory, worked the 
institution’s farm that included a piggery and a large dairy herd and cow barn.  Private institutions 
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established during the period included the 1932 Agassiz Station in Harvard as the Harvard University 
Astronomical Observatory.  In Lancaster, Perkins School for the Blind was founded in 1929 on the 
former Johnson Estate.   
 
Large-scale military facilities became part of the Freedoms Way landscape beginning in 1917 with the 
establishment of Camp Devens, a War Department cantonment on land in Lancaster, Harvard, Shirley and 
Ayer.  During World War I the camp trained 100,000 soldiers who were housed in hundreds of temporary 
wood-frame buildings, and at the end of the war its prison camp held 100 German prisoners.  In 1931 the 
property was enlarged to 10,000 acres to become the largest military installation in New England. 
Permanent buildings were constructed, including 200 units of housing, clusters of two-family houses for 
officers and their families, and a theater.  Nearby in Ayer and Shirley, many large existing houses were 
converted to multi-family housing for the military.   
 
In the 1930s at the Concord-Acton line, a second state correctional facility, the Northeast Correctional 
Center (NECC), was built adjacent to the Massachusetts Reformatory for Men.  A minimum-security 
prison with an emphasis on the development of occupational skills, NECC revitalized farming on the 
state-owned property where the inmates tended the fields and cared for a large herd of cows. 
 
In 1914 Massachusetts took the first steps toward a system of state forests by establishing the State Forest 
Commission, charged with replenishing the Commonwealth’s depleted forest resources.  The intent was 
to reclaim and reforest depleted land, of which there were over one million acres in Massachusetts at that 
time.  With the advent of World War I the program got off to a slow start, although several state forests, 
notably Otter River in the Freedom’s Way area, were established by 1916.  In 1919 the new Department 
of Conservation became responsible for managing state forests and reservations.  By 1929 the state had 
achieved the goal set a decade earlier of acquiring 100,000 acres of conservation land.  The vast majority 
of this land was undeveloped and largely inaccessible.  During the Depression years, however, some 
towns were adversely affected by some of the public works projects.  The construction of the Brick Hill 
Dam in Winchendon, for instance, destroyed both the New Boston section of the town and part of the 
former factory village of Bullardville.     
 
The establishment of the first state forests and reservations coincided with an increase in public interest in 
land conservation and in sites with important historic associations.  Walden Pond Reservation was set up 
in 1922, when members of the Forbes, Emerson and Heywood families granted approximately 80 acres to 
the Commonwealth for the purpose of preserving the land (the site of Thoreau’s famous cabin of the late 
1840s,) and the pond for public use.  With the grant came restrictions on the use of the land and pond that 
were in vivid contrast to the late Victorian amusement park between the pond and the Fitchburg Railroad:  
“no part of the premises shall be used for games, athletic contests, racing, baseball, football, motion 
pictures, dancing, camping, hunting, trapping, shooting, making fires in the open, shows, and other 
amusements such as are often maintained at or near Revere Beach.”   Leominster State Forest, one of the 
earliest forests in the system, was established in 1923 on land in five towns: Princeton, Westminster, 
Fitchburg, Leominster and Sterling.  Most of the land had been part of Notown – the large area that had 
gone unclaimed when the contiguous municipalities were established and had eventually been divided 
among these three towns and two cities.  Leominster State Forest was improved in 1933 when it became 
the focus of Civilian Conservation Corps (CCC) work.  Five CCC projects were in the Freedom’s Way 
region: at Ashburnham State Park, Leominster State Forest, Townsend State Forest, Wachusett Mountain 
State Reservation (Princeton and Westminster) and Willard Brook State Forest (Ashby and Townsend).  
Similar to the CCC work were the government-sponsored emergency workers who after the hurricane of 
1938 participated in a massive clean-up and restoration effort across the region.  Not only did they clear 
away downed trees, but they also planted new ones, such as a grove of pines in the newest section of 
Sleepy Hollow Cemetery in Concord that had been opened as a memorial park in 1933.   
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Other recreational facilities established in the Early Modern Period included private and semi-private 
clubs such as golf clubs.  First known as Mapledale, the Stow Acres Country Club, founded in ca. 1920, 
hosted the first national black men©s golf championship in 1926. Also in Stow, the Stowaway Golf 
Course, which was first called the Assabet Country Club, was organized in the 1920s.      
 
Economy 
 
After a brief boom in textile manufacturing during World War I and the early 1920s, recessions and labor 
strife led to uncertainties across the industry.  Textile production was the sector hit hardest by the Great 
Depression of 1929-1939, and many factories suffered severe damage in the 1936 floods and the 1938 
hurricane.  The New England cotton industry was greatly affected by increasing mechanization that 
replaced more and more workers with machines, and finally succumbed when most of the surviving 
companies relocated to more technically advanced facilities in the southern states.  In Clinton some cotton 
companies came through the hard times of the 1930s by switching to the production of upholstery fabrics.  
Clinton’s carpet factories closed by 1933, but many of the mills were later reused for other purposes.  
Cotton yarn manufacturing in Lancaster continued into the 1940s, as did the production of wire cloth in 
Clinton.  In the woolen industry, the giant American Woolen Company continued in operation through 
the period at several locations.  Worsted production continued in Westford at the Moore Woolen Mills.  
Knitting mills remained prosperous in Malden through at least the 1920s.  In Leominster, shirt-making 
continued until the end of the period.  
 
Similar trends occurred in boot- and shoe manufacturing, which enjoyed a fairly robust economy during 
World War I but entered a sharp decline during the Depression.  In Woburn, over two dozen shoe 
factories operated through the 1920s.  Shoe manufacturing continued in Fitchburg, as did the production 
of rubber boots and shoes in Malden.   
 
The expansion of the woodworking industry in Gardner and Winchendon that had begun in the prior 
period continued into the 1920s.  Boosted by the destruction of competing industries in Germany during 
World War I, Gardner became the leading chair-making city in the world.  During the city’s peak period 
in the 1920s, 3,500 employees were producing 4 million chairs, furniture and baby carriages per year.  
The chair industry also dominated Ashburnham’s economy into the 1920s.  Winchendon, which benefited 
from the collapse of the German toy industry, was the largest toy producer in the world in the 1920s and 
was widely referred to as Toy Town, although its production was much reduced in the 1930s.  The barrel 
factory in Townsend expanded at the end of the decade.  Piano-case manufacturing, in which Leominster 
controlled 65% of the market in the country in the 1920s, however, died out by 1935.   
 
The paper industry of the region was hit hard by the Depression, although it continued to some degree in 
Pepperell, Medford and Townsend.  Prior to the Depression (by 1920) Fitchburg controlled three-quarters 
of the world’s market in screen plates for paper mills.  The plastics industry, of which Leominster was an 
important center of both production and innovation, continued there through the end of the period.  By the 
early 1920s the Viscoloid Company, having merged with two others, was the largest manufacturer of 
celluloid combs and toys in the country, employing 2,000 people on a forty-acre Leominster site.  
Viscoloid was purchased by the DuPont Company in 1925, and went on to expand into other sectors of 
the plastics industry.  In 1938 Leominster’s DuPont plant was the first to make toothbrushes with nylon 
bristles.  Other related plastics companies in Leominster included Foster Grant, which became the city’s 
largest manufacturer in the early 1930s.    
  
Extractive industries in the Freedom’s Way region generally declined through the first half of the Early 
Modern Period, although the main granite quarry in Westford continued until 1936, and brick and tile 
were produced for a while in Littleton.  At the intersecting borders of Acton, Concord, and Maynard, the 
old early 19th-century powder mills, now owned by the American Powder Company, flourished as a result 
of government contracts and sales of gunpowder to Russia during World War I, and again as World War 
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II approached.  Miscellaneous smaller manufacturing concerns of other types during the period included a 
continuation of paint and varnish makers in Malden, several bottling works including one in Maynard, 
where a cigar factory was also located, a tea bag plant in Arlington, a thriving lumber industry at scattered 
sawmills in Sterling, and ice cream cone-making at two plants in Malden.  
 
Ice cream, perhaps the most popular food product of the era, was sold at the many commercial sites in the 
roadside strip development that sprang up along the region’s roads as the automobile age progressed.  
Two of the longest-lasting roadside ice cream stands, and still in operation today, were Kimball’ s ice 
cream stand in Carlisle and Erikson’s Dairy (ice-cream) stand in Maynard, both opened on routes in the 
state highway system in the 1930s.  Several diners – some Worcester Lunch Car Company examples – 
were built in the area during this Early Modern Period.  Diners were part of an entirely new category of 
commercial establishment directly associated with the automobile and the growing tourism industry that 
became part of the landscape during this period.   Gasoline pumps first appeared as adjuncts to roadside 
stores, farmstands, restaurants or other businesses, but soon they were part of filling- and service stations 
such as the Bolton Garage on Route 117 in Bolton, which opened in 1916.  Auto repair garages appeared 
in every community by the beginning of the period, and soon car dealerships and automobile franchises 
were established, as well.  
 
Related to the emerging auto culture and the increased emphasis on tourism for the masses were 
businesses that catered to the public’s growing interest in historical sites.  Henry Ford purchased the old 
Howe Tavern in Sudbury, (made famous by Longfellow’s writings,) and capitalized on its rich history by 
restoring the building under the name Longfellow’s Wayside Inn.  Ford created a major tourist attraction 
by assembling a cluster of historic structures adjacent to the inn on over 3,000 acres of land on both sides 
of Route 20.   
 
With the decline of the region’s industrial base, some communities returned to a primarily agricultural 
economy.  In others, agriculture continued to develop as a progressive, market-oriented industry alongside 
manufacturing.   While more marginal farmland in some parts of the region was abandoned during the 
Early Modern Period, farming in general received a boost from the “reverse migration”  of immigrants 
who left the cities for the country, bringing their agricultural skills and knowledge with them.  
Consolidation of farms continued during this period as well, especially during the Depression and after 
World War II.  Some farms expanded across town lines during the period.  In Bolton, for instance, when 
the orchards of the Bolton Fruit Company went out of business during the Depression they were 
purchased by the Davis family, apple-growers of Sterling, who established Bolton Orchards there in 1937. 
 
Large orchards flourished through the period in the towns of Bolton, Boxborough, Harvard, Lancaster, 
Littleton, Princeton, and Sterling.  By the middle of the period, fruit growers were assisted by cold-
storage facilities near the railroad depots, such as those in Ayer and at West Acton.  In market gardening, 
which was the principal industry in Arlington before suburban development pressures forced many farms 
there to close, greenhouses became even more widespread as a way to extend the growing season.  Other 
communities where market gardening was important, most of them located close to transportation to the 
Boston markets, were Carlisle, Concord (where asparagus and strawberries were still among the principal 
crops), Lancaster, Lexington, Lincoln and Sudbury.   Flowers were a significant farm product in the fields 
and greenhouses of Lexington, Lincoln and Sudbury.   
 
The overall number of cows on the region’s dairy farms dropped, but modernized methods led to 
increasingly efficient milk production during the period.  Significant dairy farming continued in Bolton, 
Carlisle, Concord, Harvard, Littleton, Maynard, Princeton, Sterling (which had 126 dairy farms in 1930), 
and in Westford, where it dominated the local economy in the 1920s.  During this  period, however, both 
government regulations and advances in technology led to changes in dairy farms as new types of silos 
were developed, equipment sheds or garages were built to shelter motorized farm machinery, and many 
old barns were enlarged or replaced with one-story cowsheds.  Small milk houses appeared adjacent to, 
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though separate from, the cow barns; later examples of both milkhouses and cow sheds were built of 
concrete block rather than wood.  New forms of barns, many of them built strong enough for trucks to 
deliver hay directly into the haylofts, also appeared.  Gambrel roofed barns were now common, and metal 
ventilators frequently lined the roof ridges as new ventilation systems were installed.   
 
Lexington was an important slaughtering center, ranking third in the state throughout the 1920s.  Poultry-
raising also came into its own at many locations across the region.  In Bolton, the number of chickens and 
turkeys doubled between 1920 and 1925.  Other towns with sizable poultry farms were Carlisle, Harvard, 
Lancaster, Littleton, Princeton, Sterling (with nine large poultry farms in 1930) and Westford.     
 
Over the course of the period, agriculture in the Freedom’s Way region was adversely affected by some of 
the same negative economic factors that caused declines in manufacturing.  Competition from large 
commercial farms in the western states increased during the period, and during the Depression many 
regional markets diminished or closed.  While some farmers managed to weather the 1930s by turning to 
new specialties (many took up small-scale poultry raising, for instance), the Great Hurricane of 
September 1938 dealt a particularly devastating blow to the region’s agriculture.  Throughout Freedom’s 
Way, the force of its winds flattened crops and orchards and destroyed greenhouses, barns and other 
outbuildings, many of which were never rebuilt.   
 
Landscape Features  
 
Extant resources from the Early Modern Period include archaeological sites, rural/agricultural landscapes, 
village and town centers, industrial complexes, suburban, urban and summer-cottage residential 
neighborhoods, commercial districts, reservations, forests and parkways, transportation facilities, and 
institutional landscapes.  
 
With the exception of the new landscape types and features such as those found in automobile suburbs 
and in commercial roadside development, Early Modern landscapes can be difficult to identify due to the 
frequent updating of properties from earlier periods that results in a historically multi-layered collection 
of resources.  A farmstead, for instance, may include a Federal Period farmhouse, mid-19th century barns, 
and agricultural lands and building types that show the impact of Early Modern agricultural trends and 
technology such as milking parlors, silos, loafing barns and farmstands.  Nevertheless, the multiplicity of 
cultural landscape types from the period helps to inform the observer of the region’s development patterns 
and highlights the significance and vulnerability of heritage landscapes throughout Freedom’s Way.   
 
While many Early Modern rural/agricultural landscapes tend to demonstrate the layering referred to 
above, some display features dating almost exclusively to the period.  The dairy operation at St. Benedicts 
Abbey in Harvard’s village of Still River, for instance, retains several well-preserved farm buildings 
constructed during the Early Modern Period.  Heated and electrified glass greenhouses and windowless 
storage sheds complemented the orderly fields of crops that marked the landscape of the market-
gardening farms of the period.  Some greenhouses remain in a dilapidated condition on Route 20 in 
Sudbury.  Period roadside farmstands, where fresh produce was sold to automobile travelers, still exist at 
scattered locations such as Lexington’s Wilson Farm.  Orchards that were consolidated in the Early 
Modern Period are found in Bolton at Bolton Spring Farm and Bolton Orchards, as well as at several 
locations in Stow.  A unique resource type dating to the Late Industrial and Early Modern periods are cow 
passes which were necessary as roads were improved and farmers needed to get their grazing cows from 
one field to another.  Cow passes are known to exist in Boxborough, Dunstable and Princeton. 
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Princeton: Cow Pass under Allen Hill Road 
 
Many industrial landscapes that date to the Early Modern Period include multi-story factories of 
utilitarian design, most now built all or partially of concrete, such as those in Hudson or in the southern 
part of Medford.  Some factory owners continued to build housing for their workers, such as the 1915-
1925 double houses and the four-family row houses at Graniteville and Forge Village in Westford.   
 
In the high-status suburban neighborhoods of Lexington, Arlington and the other communities close to 
Boston, large Colonial- and Tudor Revival single-family houses, some of them architect-designed, were 
built on tree-lined streets, especially through the 1920s.  In the early part of the period, more modest new 
residential neighborhoods included smaller Colonial Revival, Tudor, Dutch Colonial and American Four-
Square house types, while the development along the lingering street-car routes had large numbers of 
bungalows and Craftsman cottages, some of them built to plans and with pre-cut materials purchased 
from large midwestern companies such as Sears Roebuck.  The Edgeworth section of Malden was 
developed in the 1920s with modest two-family houses, and both three-deckers and modest two-family 
houses were still being constructed in Medford in the 1920s, as well.  More multi-story apartment blocks, 
some with Tudor or Colonial Revival detailing, appeared along the streetcar routes in Arlington, Malden 
and Medford, and Georgian Revival townhouse apartments were built overlooking Bell Rock Park in 
Malden in the 1930s.   
 
Commercial landscapes in the downtown and village-center areas acquired more two- and three-story 
masonry business blocks during the Early Modern Period, and some added new multi-story department 
stores, wood-frame “ false-front”  stores, and movie theaters Arlington, Ayer, Clinton, Gardner, Lexington 
and Malden.  Outside the denser centers, commercial development along the roadsides included masonry 
gas stations such as the isolated examples that survive from the late 1910s through the 1930s in Acton, 
Bolton, Clinton, Malden, Pepperell, Stow and Woburn.  One-story wood-frame restaurants and 
roadhouses were also part of the rural roadside scene.  One of the earliest national franchise restaurants, 
Howard Johnson’s, remains in altered form on the 1930s Concord Turnpike bypass in Concord.  
   
Diners made by the Worcester Lunch Car Company remain in Clinton (Vienneau’s Diner, 1930); 
Fitchburg (Moran Square Diner, 1939); Malden (Judy’s Diner, 1931); and in Shirley, where the 1932 
Sheila-Ann Airport Diner was moved to the airport from Clinton in 1967.   
 
Resort communities of the period in the Freedom’s Way region consisted mainly of the dense clusters of 
cabins and cottages that were constructed on the shores of lakes and ponds, especially during the 1920s.  
Many of these tiny summer residences were hand-built by their owners.  Some, cottages that remain on 
the banks of Lake Boon (Boon’s Pond) in Stow, Lost Lake in Groton, Willis Lake in Sudbury and 
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Nabnasset Lake in Westford were among the smallest of “ factory-built”  houses offered by Sears Roebuck 
and other companies such as the E.F. Hodgson Company, which had an outdoor showroom (no longer 
extant) on Route 20 in Sudbury in the 1920s and 1930s.   
 

 
Stow: Lake Boon Cottages 
 
Among the surviving roadside attractions of the period are ice cream stands such as Kimball’s in 
Westford, started in 1939 and the stand at Erikson’s Dairy on Route 117 in Maynard, which opened in 
1937.  The Wayside Inn complex developed by Henry Ford on a picturesque site overlooking Hop Brook, 
just off the Boston Post Road (Route 20) in Sudbury is characteristic of the Early Modern Period in the 
tourist appeal of its colonial inn and cluster of relocated and reproduction buildings in a bucolic 
agricultural and small-industrial setting.  The attractions there include a one-room 19th-century 
schoolhouse moved to the site in 1925 from Sterling, a reproduction carding mill built in 1927, a working 
grist mill (1929), and a small Greek Revival chapel built in 1940.   
 
A few more country estates were developed in this period.  Several were built in Bedford before 1930, 
and more appeared as river-front estates in Concord.  One outstanding late example was the 1940 three-
part brick country house of publisher Henry Laughlin in Concord overlooking the Concord River, 
designed by Colonial Williamsburg architect Andrew Hepburn in imitation of both an Irish manor house 
and a Virginian plantation house.    
 
Municipal parks flourished during this period as well, particularly in more densely populated 
communities.  Many of these new parks incorporated a variety of features for active recreation such as a 
pond, a playground, and playing fields.  Fitchburg’s Coggshall Park was improved in the Early Modern 
Period with the construction of the stone field house in 1916 and the lakeside gazebo in 1933.  Some 
communities built baseball and football stadiums.  One example is Fitchburg’s Crocker Field (1917, NR) 
which was built for the city by the Crocker family in an Olmsted Brothers-designed landscape, and 
includes playing fields, a field house, a stadium and cast iron fence and gate.   
 



 
Freedom’s Way Heritage Area Historic Context     

62 

 
Fitchburg: Coggshall Park Field House 
 
In the Freedom’s Way region both reservations and parkways were developed, expanded, and upgraded 
especially after the reorganization of the Metropolitan Park System into the Metropolitan District 
Commission in 1919.  The Alewife Brook Reservation and Parkway (see above) partly located in 
Arlington, exists today alongside one of the busiest commuter routes west of Boston. Regional park land 
and reservations include Walden Pond in Concord, which had a once-lively amusement park on the west 
shore, and retains its sandy beach that is a main attraction in summer months.   
    
As described above, during this period many of the state forests and reservations were established and 
subsequently improved during the 1930s by the New Deal’s Civilian Conservation Corps.  Several 
examples of these large-scale, multi-layered state-owned heritage landscapes are the Leominster State 
Forest, the CCC improved roads and trails and built recreational facilities at Crow Pond (only some rustic 
steps and foot trails remain of that effort, however), and Willard Brook State Forest in Ashby, purchased 
by the state in 1930, retaining some of its CCC trails, roadways, bridges and remnants of the recreational 
area at Damon Pond.   
      
Several institutional landscapes from the period remain, some of them still used for their original 
purposes, such as the pastures at the Northeastern Correctional Center in Concord, now grazed by beef 
cattle instead of dairy cows.  Some institutional landscapes illustrate the layering of resources from 
different periods that characterize prior cultural landscapes adapted and updated during this period.  In the 
1920s, the state added several brick Colonial Revival staff houses and service buildings to the State 
Industrial School for Boys on the former Shaker community property in Shirley.  As World War II 
approached, Fort Devens (formerly Camp Devens) in Ayer, Harvard, Shirley and Lancaster expanded 
with a large number of permanent buildings—most of them in a brick, Georgian Revival style, many of 
which survive today.  They include a headquarters building and hospital, a theater, and several types of 
housing, including one- and two-story houses for officers and their families.  Today the officers’  quarters 
form part of the Vicksburg Square National Register Historic District. 
 
 
IX. LATE MODERN PERIOD (1940 - 1980s) 
 
During World War II, building construction and civilian development in the Freedom’s Way region all 
but ceased.  Military operations at Fort Devens continued to expand, however, and at the Bedford Airport 
the U.S. Civil Aeronautics Administration built additional runways before turning over the airport to the 
Army Air Corps for the duration of the war.  It was dedicated as Hanscom Field in 1943 and included 
hangars and military research facilities.   
 
From the end of the war to the 1980s, change came rapidly to the Freedom’s Way landscape, most of it 
related to dramatic – in some cases staggering – changes in population.  Many rural towns that had been 
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characterized by quiet pastoral landscapes and villages began to lose both farms and forests as their 
populations exploded and they became bedroom communities or “exurbs”  of Boston or of the growing 
technological centers along new regional highways.   Sudbury and Boxborough’s populations both grew 
eight-fold between 1940 and 1980—Sudbury’s from 1750 to 14,000, and Boxborough’s from only 376 
people to 3126.  Other communities with large population increases over the forty-year period were 
Harvard (up 700%), Acton (650%), Littleton (400%), and Bolton, Lunenberg and Princeton, all of which 
grew by 300 to 400%.    
 
As a whole, jobs for the new residents in the growing towns, especially in the eastern part of the region, 
were in the service, technical, transportation and construction industries as well as wholesale and retail 
commercial activity.  At the same time, the need for factory workers declined as the last of the shoe and 
textile factories closed.  As a result, four of the largest communities in the region – Medford, Malden, 
Fitchburg, and Gardner – lost population.     
 
The growing municipalities responded to their population increases by constructing modern schools and 
expanding services such as hospitals, fire and police departments, as well as amenities such as playing 
fields and playgrounds.  After 1960 some towns, like Acton and Concord, consolidated their efforts by 
building or expanding two schools at once. 
 
Post-war construction of new federal and state highways such as Route 128 (later part of Route I-95) and 
in the 1960s Route I-495 and Route I-290 made the Freedom’s Way region even more convenient for 
commuters.  In the third quarter of the 20th century, many communities in the area became “exurbs”  of 
Boston and the larger metropolitan areas.   
 
Landscape features dating to the post-war period include large numbers of residential subdivisions and 
housing developments, as well as several major new transportation corridors.  In addition strip mall 
development occurred in many communities.  In the late 1940s a large amount of modest housing was 
needed quickly to accommodate returning World War II veterans and their growing families.  Nearly all 
Freedom’s Way communities have subdivisions filled with ranch houses, Cape Cod cottages, and small 
two-story houses that were put up from the late 1940s through the 1950s – some of them built by regional 
developers, some, usually smaller clusters of houses, by local builders.  A few of the companies providing 
pre-fabricated parts and standardized designs, such as Hodgson Homes, were also still in business.  Other 
types of residential developments, such as Conantum in Concord, and Sunnyside-Morningside and 
Brown’s Wood in Lincoln, included architect-designed houses and in some cases land covenants to 
preserve the rural character of the neighborhood.  In Lexington, Moon Hill and Woodhaven also are 
neighborhoods of planned post-war modern housing.  Concord’s Conantum (1951) and Lexington’s 
Peacock Farms(1960s) were among the first to incorporate protected open space and/or common land 
within the new neighborhood.    
 
Surging housing and highway construction brought unprecedented changes in land use, which 
dramatically affected not only new neighborhoods but also the use and appearance of established areas.  
The multi-lane highways, which now cut through communities, severed ties that had existed for 
generations.  Higher taxes and escalating labor costs changed the demographics of some towns.  Several, 
especially those that retained considerable rural character, became increasingly gentrified bedroom 
communities where long-time residents and their families could no longer afford to live.  In some rural 
areas, farms closed down and were sold for subdivisions or new institutional uses.  Old buildings, which 
often stood in the way of new development, were now threatened more than ever, especially those which 
had become obsolete, such as the ones that stood on dying farms or in industrial complexes.  While some 
imaginative developers, local preservation groups, and large organizations such as the Society for the 
Preservation of New England Antiquities (now Historic New England) managed to preserve or find new 
uses for individual historic buildings, in many communities little attention was paid to maintaining the 
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character of the landscape.  During this period some farms survived and expanded, particularly orchards, 
where the “U-Pik”  concept had taken root.   
 
Post-war public landscape initiatives tended to focus on providing parks and recreation grounds for the 
“baby boom” generation as efficiently as possible.  After mid-century, however, a secondary theme in 
many communities was land conservation.  The rapid loss of open land to development raised concern 
about the need to conserve open space and to preserve some of the region’s most valuable rural 
landscapes.  The towns of Lincoln and Concord were especially active in the land conservation 
movement, which was led by a number of conservation trusts and other types of advocacy groups. 
Gradually, conservation trusts formed in several more towns where there were still sizable tracts of open 
land.  Large non-profit organizations such as the Trustees of Reservations and the Massachusetts 
Audubon Society both acquired land outright and obtained conservation restrictions on privately-owned 
parcels.  Mass Audubon acquired the thousand-acre Goodnow-Crocker Farm in Princeton in 1956 for its 
Wachusett Meadow Wildlife Sanctuary.  Drumlin Farm was built at the same time by Louise Hathaway 
whose estate is the headquarters for Mass Audubon. In 1973 the Trust for Public Land was founded, 
another large land trust involved in purchase of land and obtaining restrictions.      
 
Another emerging theme during this period was the preservation, and in some cases the restoration, of 
landscapes and corridors of historic importance.  There are some noteworthy Freedom’s Way examples, 
such as Minuteman National Historical Park, established in 1959 by the National Park Service to 
commemorate and interpret early Revolutionary War sites in Concord, Lincoln and Bedford.  Beginning 
in the 1960s, both municipalities and small private non-profit organizations acquired individual properties 
of local historical significance, to be preserved through adaptive use or as small museums.  While these 
efforts proceeded, one small property at a time, their effect on the local communities was considerable.  
Stow, for instance, decommissioned and preserved its former Greek Revival Town Hall.  In the late 
1960s, Acton’s oldest building, the 1707 Jones-Faulkner Homestead, and six acres of surrounding 
woodland were preserved and converted to a museum by a non-profit organization which had previously 
rescued an 18th-century tavern from demolition.  In 1973 the town of Concord acquired the 18th-century 
Wheeler-Harrington House, to be managed by the local historical commission, with 15 acres of former 
farmland on the Sudbury River.   
 
By the 1980s, the growing public awareness of the importance of preserving the region’s character and 
the full range of its heritage landscapes was reflected in numerous local planning efforts including 
changes in zoning, the establishment of mechanisms such as local historic districts, the active protection 
by communities of land for conservation, and the production of community-wide master plans and 
preservation plans.     
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FREEDOM’S WAY HERITAGE AREA COMMUNITIES IN MASSACHUSETTS 
 
 
Acton 
Arlington 
Ashburnham 
Ashby 
Ayer 
Bedford 
Bolton 
Boxborough 
Carlisle 
Clinton 
Concord 
Dunstable 
Fitchburg 
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Groton 
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Lancaster 
Leominster 
Lexington 
Lincoln 
Littleton 
Lunenberg 
Malden 
Maynard 
Pepperell 
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Shirley 
Sterling 
Stow 
Sudbury 
Townsend 
Westford 
Westminster 
Winchendon 
Woburn
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