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(This is information that was contained in the Town of Plaistowôs 250

th
 Anniversary 

Commemorative Book written for the anniversary celebration held in 1999.  It was modified for 

purposes of being included in the MasterPlan as the History Chapter) 
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A Historical Survey 
 

Geography 

 

Plaistow is located in the southeastern part of Rockingham County in the state of New Hampshire. 

It is bordered on the north by Hampstead, northeast by Kingston, east by Newton, west by 

Atkinson, and south by Haverhill, Mass. Plaistow's area, which covers about nine square miles, lies 

at 42 degrees and 50 minutes north latitude and is nearly equidistant from Concord, N.H. to the 

north and Boston to the south.  From the center of town, it is a 10-minute drive to I-495, 20 minutes 

to I-93, and 25 minutes to I-95. Route 125 passes through the western part of the town. 

 

Plaistow is one of only two towns in the state that does not have a major pond or a lake within its 

boundaries. (The other town is Rollinsford). This is ironic since much of Plaistow was once 

submerged beneath an ancient lake, formed about 11,000 years ago by receding glaciers. Plaistow 

does however have an abundance of streams. They include Little River (Pollard Brook), Kelley 

Brook, Seaver Brook, Bryant Brook, Mankill Brook, Snow's Brook, as well as several streams that 

dry up during the summer. 

 

Early History 

 

Plaistow was originally part of Haverhill, its area having been part of the land purchased from the 

Pentucket Indians in 1642. This area, then known as "Haverhill District," was used as a pasture by 

residents of the town's North Parish during the first century of Haverhill's history. It remained 

largely unsettled until the threat of Indian attack abated in the 1720s and 1730s. Shortly thereafter, 

in 1741, King George II resolved a longstanding border dispute between the colony of 

Massachusetts and the heirs of New Hampshire's founder John Mason. Under this settlement, much 

of the disputed territory was given to New Hampshire. Thus, Haverhill's area was substantially 

reduced, as it lost what are now the towns of Plaistow, Atkinson, Hampstead, and part of Salem. 

Prior to this measure, residents in many border communities, including Plaistow, were taxed by 

both Massachusetts and New Hampshire. 

 

Plaistow Becomes a Town 

 

On February 28, 1749, during the administration of Royal Governor Benning Wentworth,  

"Haverhill District" was incorporated into two separate towns: Plaistow and Hampstead.  Why the 

name Plaistow was chosen is not known. There is only one other town in the world that shares the 

name; it is located in Essex, England, on the outskirts of London. The word origin of the town's 

name is similarly murky. It may derive from the Middle English Pleystow or Plegstow, which 

meant "play place" and was where the maypole stood and holiday sports were played in medieval 

English villages. It is also possible that Hugh de Plaiz, who was a manorial lord in the Southeast of 

England, inspired the name.  

 

Thirty days after the town's incorporation, Nicholas White, the town's first moderator, called 

Plaistow's first Town Meeting. The townsmen gathered inside the North Parish Meeting House, 

which is where Town Meetings were held until the first Town Hall was built in the 1831. In the 

1700s, these meetings involved setting the minister's salary and electing annual officers, which 

included the moderator, three selectmen, a surveyor of highways, tithing men, and "hog reafs."  
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Roads and Taverns 

 

Plaistow's roads linked the town to the wider world. The main road in town was the County Road, 

which ran from Newbury to Concord. Its route through Plaistow passed along what are now 

Newton Rd., Sweet Hill Rd., Hale Spring Rd., and Kingston Road. It then crossed an old section of 

Walton Rd. over Garwood Hill (along the present Old County Rd.) and continued into E. 

Hampstead.  

 

An example of how these roads connected early residents to a greater network of interaction was 

their role in early postal service. Prior to 1830, men on horseback brought mail twice a week. Later, 

mail was delivered thrice weekly by stagecoach, which is why the County Road was also called 

Stage Road. Early post offices didn't have their own buildings but were often housed in stores. One 

example was the post office at White's store, which was located half way up  Sweet Hill. Another 

store/post office stood at the intersection of Old County and Kelly Roads.  

 

Roads were also integral to the region's economy, especially to the lumber industry. Many towns in 

the area have roads that were built so masts and lumber could be hauled overland to port. There 

were plans to have such a road that would have started in Concord and passed through Plaistow en 

route to the ocean. It was to have cut a swath 198 feet, or 12 rods wide as it passed through Chester 

and alongside Angle Pond as it made its way through E. Hampstead and Plaistow. Because of the 

relative scarcity of labor in the 1700s and the size of the undertaking, the plans were never realized. 

 

Taverns were also important in the early history of the town. They were places where townsfolk 

could gather together outside of the meetinghouse and socialize. They were also places where 

travelers undertaking lengthy overland journeys could water their horses and obtain refreshments 

and lodgings. Two such establishments serviced folks traveling Stage Coach Road in Plaistow--the 

Peaslee Tavern on Sweet Hill Rd. and the Sawyer Tavern on Kingston Road. Several other taverns 

catered to travelers on Plaistow's other roads. Perhaps the best-known tavern in town was the Union 

House, located on Main Street opposite Westville Road. It had a dining room, space for lodgings, 

and stables. In 1796, George Washington took a meal and watered his horses here as he made his 

way from Exeter to Haverhill.  

 

Order and Discipline 

 

During the Colonial Period, the prevailing ideas of order were very different than those we know 

today. Crimes against order were punished severely and the discipline of offenders was often made 

into a public spectacle. Plaistow's whipping post was located across from the present site of the 

First Baptist Church. Infractions that called for public lashings in many New England towns 

included heresy, Sabbath violation, and a host of sexual transgressions. The last time that anyone 

was flogged in Plaistow was in 1770. 

 

Despite this cult of order, towns had few enforcement officers. There was usually a constable who 

issued warrants and such, as well as a tithingman who enforced Sabbath requirements, i.e., 

attendance and wakefulness at religious meetings. The most effective weapon against disorder was 

the vigilant watchfulness that colonists exercised over their neighbors. 

 



Plaistow Master Plan     History 

 

4 

There were also other, less severe punishments for lesser infractions. Wayward livestock was a 

problem that was almost universal in the agricultural communities of Colonial and Early National 

New England's. In addition to being a general nuisance, horses, cows, bulls, oxen, and pigs were 

capable of causing significant property damage. In response to this problem, communities built 

town pounds in which animals were kept until their owners retrieved them for a fine. This fine paid 

the salary of the hog reeve, who was responsible for feeding and caring for straying livestock. 

Plaistow built its first pound in 1784 near the present site of the Town Hall and built another in 

1855 on Kingston Road. 

 

Plaistow in the Face of Change 

 

When Plaistow was incorporated in 1749, it contained about 20 square miles and was home to 

about 60 to 70 families; by the 1760s, there were over 1,000 residents in Plaistow. In May 1766, a 

group of residents in the western part of town successfully petitioned  the General Court to be 

incorporated as a separate town. This request was granted and in September 1767, the town of  

Atkinson was carved out of the original Plaistow grant. This turn of events left Plaistow with 576 

people and 6,720 acres, while the 476 residents of the new town were granted 6,800 acres. Thus, by 

this one act of government, Plaistow lost over half of its land and nearly half of its population. 

 

Natural increase was kept in check by the harsh realities of colonial life. As the region became 

more thickly settled, communicable diseases were more easily spread from family to family. In 

1769, a plague of throat distemper wrought havoc among the town's children. Plaistow's population 

dropped below 500. 

 

After the Revolution, Plaistow's population continued to decline. As land opened up to the north 

and west, many people from the state's southeastern corner established communities there. By 

1810, Plaistow's population had fallen to 424. 

 

Changes in Plaistow's Economy 

 

Until the beginning of the twentieth century, farming sustained the town's economy. But the 

nineteenth century witnessed the beginning of a trend that would transform the way that residents 

went about providing for themselves. 

 

During the eighteenth century and the first third of the nineteenth century, there were few 

alternatives to farming and animal husbandry. There was, however, a distinct need for "artizans" 

and "mechanicks" who ground corn, milled lumber, sewed together clothes, and forged iron 

implements. Also in the late eighteenth century, an emerging cottage industry began to develop 

whereby farmers could do piecework for a local merchant during their winter down time. This early 

industrial system was called "putting out." This source of supplementary income persisted through 

the Industrial Revolution and into the 1920s, though on a more limited basis. 

Haverhill was emerging as an industrial center in the nineteenth century and its factories still 

provide employment for Plaistow folks, though no longer in shoemaking. Although Process 

Engineering and the former Keezer's Manufacturing Co. have provided some employment 

opportunities here in town, most people in Plaistow who work jobs to provide for their families 

work out of town, the culmination of a trend that began with the arrival of rail travel and progressed 

into the age of the automobile. 



Plaistow Master Plan     History 

 

5 

The things that people use and consume, as well as the ways that they go about getting them, have 

also changed substantially. During the first century after Plaistow was settled, the town's economy 

was primarily agricultural. The things people needed were often self-grown or self-made. But it 

was unlikely that anyone could produce everything that he needed. All the while, it was likely that 

he had a surplus of other goods. This surplus became the basis of the local barter economies that 

emerged throughout the colony. Transactions were made between neighbors in what was a face-to 

face society. Given the kind of contact that trading partners had, debts were sometimes carried over 

for months or years at a time before a final reckoning was made. For goods that could not be 

produced in New England, colonists could go to stores whose proprietors were able to keep on 

hand stocks of coffee, sugar, manufactured goods, molasses, and rum.  

 

During the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, store inventories became more substantial and 

varied. As fewer man-hours were dedicated to farming, there was a corresponding need for families 

to buy more and more of what they had previously produced at home. The grocery store emerged to 

meet this need. Still, a highly personal relationship existed between the proprietor and the 

customer. Thus, each store had its own dedicated clientele. Unlike today's self-service 

supermarkets, stores sent out clerks to customers' homes to take orders, which would be filled and 

delivered in the afternoon. Indeed, much more of a family's basic needs were met by home 

deliveries. Many products were sold by peddlers who went from house to house selling their wares, 

which included ice, coffee, and other sundries. There was an established etiquette that governed 

these transactions: if a housewife wanted to buy a specific item, she could place in a special 

window a card provided by the salesman. Also, deliveries of milk and ice further attest to a way of 

life that has passed. 

 

But the transition from the way people shopped earlier this century to the highly impersonal 

relationships was not an abrupt one. Chain stores like the A&P and the First National were in 

Plaistow during the 1920s. Since these stores were owned by companies headquartered far from 

Plaistow, they were a departure from the prevailing model. But they were also very similar to 

independently owned stores in many ways. Most important were the equally personal relationships 

that store managers (who often stayed with the same franchise for decades) maintained with their 

clientele. 

 

During the post World War II period, self-service supermarkets began to dominate the smaller 

grocers--both independent and chain-owned alike. Prior to the opening of Glen's (later Custeau's) at 

Hoyt City Plaza, Plaistow residents began shopping in Haverhill Supermarkets. Since the 1980s 

Plaistow has been the home of two Market Basket stores, a Purity Supreme, and a Shawôs, as well a 

variety of convenience stores. 

 

A similar change has occurred in retail in general. Plaistow has changed profoundly as a result of 

the development of Route 125. Within the past quarter century, a solid strip of plazas and retail 

stores has popped up along the highway. Along with changing patterns of traffic, settlement, and  

increased demands for town services, the rise of Plaistow's retail economy continues to challenge 

the town's identity.  
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Plaistow and the Boston & Maine Railroad 

 

One of the most important developments in Plaistow's economic history was the arrival of the 

railroad in the second quarter of the nineteenth century. Its impact was profound. Passing through 

the clay pits in what would eventually come to be called Westville, the Boston & Maine provided 

brick makers with a means of shipping their goods. In this way, the railroad served to nurture the 

growth of an industry that would come to define the town's industrial character. The combination of 

the railroad and the expansion of Plaistow brick making also had significant demographic 

consequences; the increase in employment opportunities was ample inducement to lure many 

French-Canadian immigrants to Plaistow, and the rail network that connected the town to Quebec 

provided them with a way to get here. The French-speaking Canadians who came to Plaistow in the 

decades following the Civil War represented the first substantial influx of people not of British 

stock to live here since the Indians. Though the descendants of these immigrants have become 

assimilated into the mainstream of the town's life, their ancestors were different in many important 

ways from the Anglo-Plaisweigians they settled among; most notably was the linguistic difference, 

which made communications between the groups difficult. Religion was also a point of divergence, 

since French Canadian immigrants were Roman Catholics who found themselves in an almost 

universally Protestant community. 

 

In 1836,the B & M railroad laid tracks were from Haverhill to Plaistow, and in 1840, the line was 

extended to E. Kingston. In 1858, passenger service between Boston and Portland, Me. 

commenced.  Around this time, the B&M built a depot in Plaistow; it was located on Main St., in 

the vicinity of where Process Engineering has its driveway. This building was later moved to the 

intersection of Maple Ave. and Main St., where it has since been a private residence. In 1869, a 

new depot appeared across the street from where the other had stood. The depot was where 

passengers waited for their trains, and where the station agent had his office. Plaistowôs telegraph 

office was also in its depot. 

 

Plaistow had three depots in the 1800s: one at Main St., one in Westville near the present Rte. 125 

overpass, and one near the Atkinson border. 

 

The railroad opened up many possibilities for a sedentary and isolated people. It made going from 

one place to another much easier. For the first time, it was feasible for someone to work several 

miles away from home. Thus it is to the mid-1800s that the modern commuter can trace his earliest 

ancestors. Passenger trains going between Boston and Portland used to stop in Plaistow four or five 

times daily. This service was used not only by workers; students going to Philips Academy, 

Sanborn Seminary, or UNH also took advantage of the stops the B&M made in Exeter, E. 

Kingston, and Durham. 

 

It was also easier for people to relocate. This was done on a large scale by French Canadians who 

traveled south to find work in the textile mills of Manchester and Lowell, as well as factories in 

other communities including Lawrence, Exeter, and Haverhill. Plaistow's French Canadian 

immigrants flocked to Westville where the brick making industry flourished late in the nineteenth 

century. 
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Anglo-Americans also found it easier to move within the region. The Currier family provides one 

such example. Having rented a boxcar, the Curriers loaded their possessions and their livestock and 

made the move from Eaton to Plaistow. 

 

While the railroad allowed some to come into Plaistow, it also permitted those already here to leave 

and return with greater flexibility. It therefore became possible for a greater number of Plaistow 

residents to work out of town. 

 

Rail travel also helped facilitate shipping; each day, four or five freight trains stopped in Plaistow. 

Coal and grain dealers used to receive shipments of full boxcars several times a year. Plaistowôs 

First National used to get boxes of bread that were shipped express. Moreover, all mail was sent by 

train until truck and air transport supplanted rain shipping. 

 

As automobile traffic began to increase, it became necessary to address the issue of how to deal 

with rail intersections. Overhead bridges were built on Kingston, Atkinson Depot, and Westville 

Roads. Earlier the B&M had installed gates at the tracksô Main St. intersection. Though they are 

now automatic, these gates were originally operated manually. Train attendants used to wait for 

trains in small buildings; when a locomotive came into sight they lowered the gates. Soon after 

World War II, electric gates were installed at the Main St. crossing. 

 

Still accidents happened. After two bad accidents, Westville Rd. was reconfigured so that it 

avoided the crossing. Also around this time, the crossing at Witch Lane was closed. 

 

In 1968, passenger service from Plaistow was discontinued. At present, Plaistow residents wishing 

to take the train must go to Haverhill or Bradford. A Park and Ride facility has just been built on 

Westville Rd., not too far from where it intersects with Rte. 125. Recently, the idea of a high-speed 

commuter train running from Portland to Boston has been bandied about. Preliminary plans include 

stops in Durham, Exeter, and Haverhill, but not in Plaistow. 

 

Mil itary History  
 

The American Revolution 

 

Plaistow has always sent its share of people and more to support the nationôs military efforts. 

Before the colonies achieved nationhood, four men from town fought at the Battle of Bunker Hill in 

1775. Simeon Pike was killed and his brother James was wounded during this important early 

battle. Plaistow sent more than 55 men before the War for Independence ended in 1783.  

    

A monument boulder was placed in Pollard Park during the nations bicentennial to honor 

Plaistowôs Revolutionary veterans. 

 

Militia Activity 

 

Post-Revolutionary records of the state militia are scarce, but we believe that most of the 

Revolutionary veterans who were able, made up the rolls early on. A muster was held in town each 

year, where peddlers hawked their wares and children played games. Generally, musters became an 
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event like a fair or town celebration. Apparently fun was had by all except the militia members who 

frequently failed to show up and therefore had to pay a fine. 

 

Antebellum Conflicts 

 

There is no record of Plaistow men fighting in the War of 1812 nor in the Mexican War of 1846-

1848. Neither Mr. Madisonôs war nor Mr. Polkôs war enjoyed popular support in New England, 

which may account for Plaistowôs complete non-participation.  

 

The Civil War 

 

In the War Between the States (1861-1865), 100 Plaistow men left to fight. At least 11 gave their 

lives and scores more returned disabled from wounds or disease. 

    

Capt. Richard Welch raised Company K of the 5th N.H. Regiment, and Capt. Jesse George raised 

Company C of the 7th New Hampshire. Some of the ñboysò who marched off with these companies 

were ñfresh out of school,ò one observer wrote. 

    

Plaistow had a Congressional Medal of Honor winner in 24-year-old Daniel G. George who was a 

naval seaman serving under the name of William Smith; why Mr. George served under a 

pseudonym is not known.  The launch he was serving on destroyed the ironclad rebel ram 

Albermarle in a daring attack on October 27, 1864, thus opening up the Roanoke River for the 

Union forces. George was born in Plaistow and later lived in Salem and Hampstead. 

    

During the Civil War, a draftee could hire a substitute or buy his way out by paying the town $300. 

This was not considered dishonorable, but hiring substitutes was often a divisive practice. We know 

of at least one affluent citizen in town who did this, but there may have been several more. 

    

The town recognized the service of its citizen-soldiers and the hardships their families endured. In 

1861 it voted to pay $1 per week to a wife whose husband had left for war and $1 per week for 

each child. The total not to exceed $12 per month. In 1863 it voted to pay $300 to all men drafted. 

    

A memorial to veterans of the war was dedicated on September 12, 1908 in a large patriotic 

ceremony. The monument was a 14-foot high granite base with an eight- foot bronze figure on top 

depicting a Union soldier with his rifle at his sides. Typical of monuments found throughout New 

England, it was a gift of a local benefactor. Donated by Arthur G. Pollard, the base of the statue 

bears the names of all the Plaistow Civil war veterans on its side. It was placed on the eastern side 

of Pollard Park encircled by concrete sidewalks and grass and trees-- all a gift of Pollard. 



Plaistow Master Plan     History 

 

9 

 
                     A memorial to veterans of the civil war was dedicated on  

                                          September 12, 1908 and was donated by Arthur Pollard 

 

World War I 

 

The U.S. entered ñThe War to End All Warsò in 1917 when the conflict was three years old. 

Plaistowôs contingent consisted of patriotic volunteers who were supplemented by some draftees. 

Plaistow sent 49 men, of whom two lost their lives -- Samuel H. Clifton and Carl G. Davis. The 

Plaistow American Legion Post is named in honor of the latter.  

    

The town appropriated money for the purchase and installation of a 10-ton granite monument with 

a bronze plaque listing the names of the 49 veterans. A huge town celebration with a parade and 

speeches was held on Armistice Day in 1922. The monument was unveiled by family members of 

the fallen soldiers and dedicated by town and state officials on the northwest corner of Pollard Park.  

 

World War II 

 

One hundred and seventy-seven of Plaistowôs men and women served in this global war, which the 

U.S. entered in 1941. Many local men volunteered, and there was a large conscription of men, too. 

This war was the first time that women are recognized as veterans. There were three from town. 

    

Veterans who lost their lives in the war included Stanley Chadwick, Christ Bouchikos, Raymond 

Brown and Edward Hudson. Hudson, who died while a prisoner of war, was a Plaistow native but 

lived in Haverhill when he joined the service. 

    

Edward McKenzie, a P.O.W. who languished in German prison camps for several years, survived 

the ordeal and returned to live in town for many years where his avocation was writing historical 

anecdotes for local newspapers. He has also written books about Plaistowôs venerable citizens and 

his return to Europe where he has met and come to terms with his former enemies. 

    

The town erected a flag less than a year after entering the war that contained 81 stars by that time. 

The flag was suspended over Main Street. One end of its supporting cable was attached to the ñOld 

Elm Treeò at the intersection of Elm and Main Streets. This flag remained there throughout the war. 
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In 1944 an honor roll was installed in the lobby of the Town Hall which remains there today. It 

contains a name block for each of Plaistowôs 177 veterans. 

    

Plans for a suitable memorial were several years in the making. In 1962 a portion of the playground 

at the rear of Pollard School was dedicated as war veteranôs memorial park ñto those who have 

helped preserve our freedomsò and a granite stone was inscribed and set. When the school system 

had to expand and use the land dedicated as the veteransô memorial park in 1988, the stone was 

reset in Pollard Park near the Civil War and the Revolutionary War monuments. In 1997 an 

appropriation by the town provided for the erection of a granite monument in the north corner of 

the park dedicated to those who served in World War II. 

 

                   
             In 1997 an appropriation by the town provided for the erection of a granite  

                  monument in the north corner of the park dedicated to those who served in World War II 

 

The Korean War 

 

The years 1950-1953 were the years the U.S. fought in South Korea to repel Communist forces 

from North Korea. Again men were conscripted for service to augment volunteers. Unfortunately 

no record is found of those who left from Plaistow. 

 

The Vietnam War 

 

From 1961 to 1973, the U.S. was supported South Vietnamôs government in fighting Communist 

invaders from the north. Active ground combat started in March 1965. This was the longest period 

of conflict that the nation has known and was the last time a draft was necessary. We do not, 

however, have a complete list of Plaistow men and women who served in Vietnam. 

 

The Persian Gulf War 

 

Operations Desert Shield and Desert Storm took place in 1990-1991 in the Persian Gulf when this 

nation drove the invading Iraqis from Kuwait. This was the first engagement of American forces in 

which women were used in combat. There is no record of servicemen or women from Plaistow, 

though we know that the town did send a few of its soldiers. 

 

A local citizensô group, Operation Caring and Sharing, in a project spearheaded by Shelia Dorman 

and Mary Stauffer, has recently raised funds and erected three monuments commemorating the 

veterans of the Korean War, the Vietnam Conflict, and the Gulf War. It is located on Pollard Parkôs 
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western lawn. Nearby is a recently planted tree donated by Rick Paul that is dedicated to the 

memory of all the men and women from Timberlane who served in the Persian Gulf. There is also a   

monument placed in front of this tree that was sponsored by the Kidder family dedicated to all the 

men and women. 

 

The town has records of Plaistow veterans until the Korean War. The Plaistow Historical Society is 

still interested in compiling a complete list for that war and all actions thereafter.  

 

 
These three monuments were sponsored by Operation Caring 

     and Sharing, a group of civic-minded residents. 
 

Industri al Plaistow 
 

While Plaistow and industry are hardly synonymous, the town has been the home of a variety of 

manufacturers who have produced goods ranging from grape tonic to cryogenic tanks. 

 

Early Industry 

 

Plaistowôs early industry consisted of water-powered saw- and gristmills built along the principal 

streams in town, as well as a small class of artisans, called "mechanicks." Farming, mostly 

subsistence farming, was the principal means of obtaining a living in early days. 

  

Lumber milling was probably the earliest industrial activity in town because clearing land required 

much logging. These fallen trees were used by carpenters and also provided firewood for homes 

and later industries like brick making. Sawmills were built in order to mill lumber for building.  

 

The eighteenth-century Peaslee mill at East Meadow Brook, near Brandy Brow Hill, is the earliest 

mill that we know anything about. Settlers in the southeastern part of Plaistow (then still part of 

Haverhill) would have brought their logs to this Haverhill mill to be sawn. Over a century later, 

Plaistow lumber mills included the Peaslee Brothers mill and the Noyes (later Pollard) Mill, which 

were both on Pollard Brook. At the latter mill, there was also gristmill on the opposite end of the 

dam. 

 

Grain was also milled at the Clark gristmill, which was located where Little River where it crosses 

into Haverhill. This mill is said to have been built in 1798; because of its historical significance, its 

machinery was given to the Ford Museum in the 1920s. 
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Brick and Shoe Making in the Nineteenth Century 

 

The brick making industry, which started on a small scale around 1800, flourished in the decades 

following the Civil War. This industry emerged following the discovery of large clay deposits in 

what is now called Westville. At one time, 19 or 20 brick producers were located in Plaistowôs 

western section. The largest manufacturer, the Carey brickyard, employed as many as 200 people. 

But this industry provided few employment opportunities for local laborers because of the 

availability of Canadian laborers, who came to New England in large numbers during the late 

nineteenth century. A few of Plaistowôs French Canadian immigrants, folks with names like 

Fecteau and Gosselin eventually opened brickyards of their own.  

 

By the turn of the century, Plaistowôs supply of clay was virtually depleted, and no brickyard was 

still in operation in 1910. Few traces remain to remind us of this once vibrant industry. The 

machinery was sold for scrap during World War I, and many clay pits have filled in with water. 

Brick fragments and cast-asides still litter the ground, though kiln locations are betrayed by little 

more than an aberration in the contour of the landscape. 

 

During the late 1800s and early 1900s, the shoe making industry also employed local labor, 

especially during the idle months of winter. It emerged as a cottage industry where a farmer could 

spend a few hours a day in his 10Õx10' workshop making shoes. Often a farmer did piecework for 

a Haverhill merchant who provided him with unfinished "shoestock." Shoemaking was done on a 

larger scale in the factories of Haverhill and in the wood heel turning shops on E. Pine St., Main 

St., and Lasknit Avenue.  

 

The railroad, which was extended from Boston to Dover in 1841, furnished employment for some, 

but its greater benefit was the sudden ease of transporting bricks, shoes, and eventually agricultural 

products. Prior to the arrival of the railroad, early brick makers transported their bricks by using 

teams of oxen or horses that hauled their cargo to Newburyport and surrounding towns. Thus, the 

railroad made a profound contribution to the development of Plaistowôs brick making industry. It 

also made commuting to Haverhillôs factories easier and faster. By the turn of the century, electric 

trolleys made the commute even more convenient. 

 

 

                    
                                 This House and Garage Were Built of Brick from Plaistow Brickyard  

                                                                            (27 Westville Road) 
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Prehistoric Archaeology in Plaistow 
 

Before Englishmen came to settle in modern day Plaistow, semi-nomadic Indians used the land for 

almost 8,000 years. Since the founding of the Plaistow Historical Society (PHS) in 1974, the 

discovery of these sites and the recovery and preservation of prehistoric artifacts has been one of its 

major objectives. 

 

In 1989, local members of the New Hampshire Archaeological Society (NHAS) worked with the 

PHS to develop and implement an archaeological salvage project. The result of this collaboration 

was the documentation of two prehistoric Native American sites along the upper reaches of the 

Little River (Pollard Brook) watershed in Plaistow and Kingston, near the old town dump. 

 

The project was directed by Patricia Hume, a state certified archaeologist, and Wesley Stinson, an 

archaeologist on the staff of the stateôs Department of Historic Resources. Paul Holmes, a member 

of PHS, assisted in mapping and supervising the sites, while many residents from Plaistow and 

surrounding communities helped with excavations. The dig also gave local schoolchildren an 

opportunity to visit a live site during guided tours. 

  

The two sites were tested extensively. Several one-meter squares were excavated during a three-

week period. Archaeologists recovered cultural material at levels as deep as two feet into the 

ground. Recovered artifacts numbered in the hundreds, in spite of trauma caused to the sites by 

landfill operations and a nearby gravel works. Lithic artifacts, i.e., stone implements, were found 

along both sides of the stream, suggesting an extended settlement pattern that stretched a good 

distance along the north bank. Many hearths were found here, too, and their number and size 

suggest that small groups stayed for short periods before moving on. The objects were dated by 

type and ranged from 1400 AD to 6000 BC. Thus, we know that it was a site that was used for 

many millennia. Also, since the most recent artifacts antedate European contact by nearly a 

century, it would seem that the site had long been abandoned by the time English settlers first 

arrived in Haverhill. 

 

The Indians who used these sites lived in nomadic hunter-gatherer societies and subsisted on fish 

from Little River and game that wandered the regionôs vast wilderness. They camped at certain 

locations for short periods to repair stone tools and to prepare the meat and skins from hunted 

animals. They brought with them certain kinds of preferred stones for tools from coastal and 

western Massachusetts. The objects from this excavation are on display at the historical society, 

which is open Tuesday afternoons. In 1999, the NHAS is scheduled to publish a full site report 

prepared by Patricia Hume and Paul Holmes. 

 

About 30 years ago, another campsite was excavated further down stream. It was discovered by 

Paul H. Holmes, who was 12 years old at the time. In recognition of his discovery, Mr. Holmes was 

made a junior member of the NHAS. This site was excavated in 1970 by NHAS members under the 

direction of Paul E. Holmes and Edward McKenzie. Local Explorer scouts made the initial 

excavations, while later work was performed by anthropology students from Northern Essex 

Community College. 
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This site was quite small. Itôs likely that two or three family groups used it while on hunting and 

gathering forays from their base camp, which was probably at Pentucket (the location of present-

day Haverhill). This site was visited for thousands of years. Its most outstanding feature was a large 

stoned-up hearth area that was continuously expanded upon by hunting groups through the 

millennia. Numerous charcoal samples found at varying depths were recently dated. Recovered 

from a depth of 90cm, the earliest sample dates back over 4,500 years. This artifact was a small, 

completely carbonized log that was found atop an oval-shaped roasting pit filled with black dirt and 

charcoal flakes. Further excavation showed that the pit extended to a depth of 110cm. A second 

sample was taken from 42cm and is between 3,800 and 3,900 years old. The analyses of these 

samples represent the first scientific datings made of objects excavated from prehistoric sites in 

Plaistow. 

 

The Evolution of Domestic Architecture 
 

History is concerned with change over time. The following article seeks to demonstrate how and 

why Plaistow's houses have changed since settlers first arrived here in the early 1700ôs. 

 

Colonial Styles 

 

Even though Plaistow was not incorporated until 1749, homesteaders were living here for perhaps a 

half-century before that. The ca. 1704 Hurd House was built during this period. With its hipped 

roof and exposed interior timber framing, this distinctive structure has marked the intersection of 

Sweet Hill and Pollard Roads for nearly three centuries. In addition to its significance as the oldest 

surviving building in Plaistow, the Hurd House is also significant because it was the home of the 

poet Harry Hurd, who is best known for his 1946 opus, Yankee Boundaries. 

 

The Hurd House is one of Plaistowôs few examples of First Period architecture. Homes in this style 

were built between 1620 and 1725 and were structurally and stylistically adapted from English 

medieval antecedents. 

 

As New Hampshire grew during the eighteenth century, the colony became more prosperous and its 

tastes more refined. This development found its architectural expression in the Georgian style (ca. 

1725-1780). Marked by its rigid symmetry and opulent decorative features, Georgian architecture 

was inspired by the Classical design principles of ancient Rome; it therefore marked a significant 

departure from colonial architectureôs Gothic roots. Because of the wealth and prominence that 

these houses were intended to convey, most of the best examples of the Georgian style were found 

in New Englandôs port towns. Plaistow, being an agricultural community, had few, if any, 

inhabitants who could afford the grand mansions that appeared in Boston, Salem, and Portsmouth. 

Georgian decorative elements, proliferated by pattern books available to country builders, 

nonetheless began to influence colonial architecture. One such example of this influence is the 

Union House, a former tavern where George Washington is believed to have taken a meal in 1796. 

The Union House retains its exquisite Georgian-era door trim, whose modallioned pediment and 

fluted pilasters wonderfully ornament the houseôs front entry. 

 

Early National and Antebellum Styles 
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Following the Revolution, Americans eschewed the ñcorrupt ostentationò of the Old World in favor 

of a ñvirtuous republican simplicity.ò This sentiment found expression in the more delicate Federal 

style, which was current in New England from around 1780 to 1820. Though still emphasizing 

symmetry, these buildings were more restrained in their trim. Like Georgian-style houses, this style 

achieved its most eloquent expression in seaport mansions. Nonetheless, some features came to 

influence farmhouses in communities like Plaistow. Candlelight Farm, on Forest St., built in the 

mid-1790s, is a fine example of this influence, with its unbroken external planes, shallow fireboxes, 

and spare moldings. 

 

Where the Georgian and Federal styles followed Roman models, the Greek Revival style (ca. 1820-

1850) period adhered to the orders and proportions developed in ancient Arcadia. Grand houses 

were built to resemble Greek temples. Country builders could create the same effect by turning a 

houseôs gable end to face the street, adding corner pilasters, and boxing in the gable with a 

triangular raking cornice. There are several Greek Revivals in Plaistow; perhaps the finest example 

in town is the Gates on Elm St., across from the Town Hallôs southern elevation. 

 

Around mid-century, when locally manufactured brick became available, timber-framed brick 

houses began to appear in Plaistow. Today there are seven pre-Depression brick houses in town, 

and five of them were built during the mid-nineteenth century. Stylistically these houses were very 

similar to the Federal-period mansions built in commercial communities a half-century earlier. One 

example is the ca. 1855 Peaslee House, which is also known as the Solomon Osgood House. Now 

owned by the Community Bank & Trust Co., it was known as the Homestead Inn in the late 1800s 

and Maple Leaf Farm in the early 1900s. With its hipped roof, central front door, and unbroken 

exterior planes, this property recalls the style of the Federal Period. (Although there is no surviving 

documentation to support this claim, a source familiar with the property believes that Plaistow-

made brick was used in its construction. If this is so, then this farmhouse represents a fusion of 

Plaistowôs agricultural and industrial traditions.) 

 

  
         The Tavitian Homestead �± 86 Main Street (1906)              The Tavitian Homestead �± 86 Main Street (Today) 

 

The Late Nineteenth Century 

 

Common to the Georgian, Federal, Greek Revival, and ñneo-Federalò brick styles was their appeal 

to the intellect and reason. During the Victorian Age (ca. 1837-1901), architectural styles appealed 

more to the imagination and the passions, thereby shunning the ordered regularity of the preceding 


