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There was a cellar hole 
Of unmortared granite stones, 
Slowly losing to the patient power 
Of rain and ice and roots. 
In the center a clump of birch 
Doing its best to erase 
The fragile traces of the lives lived here… 
Frank Haas, 2018 
 

Introduction 
 

We would like to start with two basic 
premises: first, the historic landscape and 
resources we describe are superimposed on 
Native American land and this fundamental fact 
must always be recognized and respected. 
Second, it is our belief that without public 
engagement there can be no historic preservation.  

This paper discusses a study that began 
about 15 years ago and was referred to by its 
originators, Westminster residents Robert (Bob) 
Haas and Randy Major, as the Cellar Hole 
Mapping Project. Our purpose in writing this 
paper is not so much to detail the results of this 
work, but rather to highlight the effectiveness of 
an engaged public in archaeological matters. 
Indeed, we will emphasize the important role that 
everyone can play in the documentation and 
preservation of historic resources, as well as one 
avenue by which this can be achieved. Given the 
lack of funding that typically is devoted to 
historic preservation issues at the best of times, 
an engaged public represents a significant, and 
frequently untapped, means for promoting 
protection of the past. 

Before continuing with our discussion, 
we want to make a terminological distinction that 
we find very important. The resources we are 
mapping are commonly called ‘cellar holes,’ 
which may be defined as the structural remains of 
the cellar area of a former home or other historic-
era structure. As will be seen below, under this 
generalized term, we have mapped many kinds of  

 
historic sites, representing the remains of former 
homes, barns, schools, mills, sugar houses, and 
taverns, for example. Some of these clearly never 
had cellar areas per se and, thus, we prefer a 
broader characterization of these locations by 
referring to them as historic archaeological sites. 
The term historic archaeological site refers to 
places, artifacts, and/or activities from the past 
that frequently are associated with written 
records, maps and photographs, etc., that provide 
additional context for their interpretation. 

Further, our use of the term historic 
archaeological sites, rather than cellar holes, is 
meant to emphasize the important data they may 
contain. It is generally understood that all 
archaeological sites are especially vulnerable to 
irreversible damage if care in their treatment is 
not afforded. It is our belief that the term ‘cellar 
hole’ unintentionally diminishes the historic 
archaeological value of these locations, perhaps 
heightening the sense that intrusive disturbance 
or outright looting is acceptable. The following 
direct quotation, taken from a metal detecting 
website that we deliberately do not cite, clearly 
illustrates the point we are making: 

 
“What is a cellar hole? It's a potential 
paradise for a detectorist. Yes, it is a 
former house site, often times with a 
foundation made of stone, but not always. 
Sometimes it's just a slight depression in 
the ground. It will almost always be 
surrounded by iron signals (nails etc.) Hit 
them and hit them hard. If your [sic] lucky 
enough to find one that hasn't been hit 
before your [sic] likely to make some good 
finds.” 
 

The focus of our study was to map and 
record as many historic archaeological sites as 
possible within Westminster, in order to provide 
an inventory, as well as to obtain locational data. 
What started as a project of personal intellectual 
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curiosity by Bob and Randy soon developed into 
a corpus of information that has implications for 
historic preservation planning in the town as will 
be discussed below. Because the intent was 
primarily to obtain mapping data, supplemented 
by some basic historic context research for each 
location, there is obviously a lot of information 
that was not collected. Examples of these data 
gaps include recording construction techniques, 
dimensions of foundations, and/or classifying 
observed artifacts on the surface. In all our 
fieldwork, we maintained a strict policy of 
seeking landowner permission for access, and we 
did not engage in any subsurface investigation or 
other disturbance to these resources. Indeed, in 
our public outreach related to the project, through 
lectures and television programming, we made it 
clear that these sites are best left as-is. We argue 
this is the true intent of historic preservation. 

While the historic archaeological sites 
we mapped are admittedly not very ‘glamorous,’ 
in terms of rising to a characterization of being 
the spectacular finds that many archaeologists 
seek, they do nonetheless constitute the material 
remains of the day-to-day activities of the citizens 
of Westminster, beginning with its foundation in 
1761. Taken individually, each of the sites may 
be regarded by some as rather mundane, but 
collectively they document an evolving historic 
landscape, which is still partly in situ. 

 
Brief 18th and 19th Century Historic Context 

of Westminster 
 

Township Number One was granted to 
certain citizens of Taunton, Massachusetts, by the 
Massachusetts Bay Colony in 1735 as 
compensation to English soldiers for military 
service (Haas 2012: 18; Hall  1858:  58). In 1739, 
the first English settlers built two cabins near the 
Connecticut River, south of the present 
Westminster Village, put up a fence, and 
constructed a short road. This tiny settlement 
(now called New Taunton) was abandoned in 
1740 when New Hampshire gained independence 
from Massachusetts and New Taunton became 
part of New Hampshire. 

Following the Treaty of Aix-la-
Chappelle in 1748, which ended King George's 
War (1744 - 1748), two couples with children and 
two older men paddled upriver to New Taunton 

and took up residence in the old, abandoned 
cabins. They were soon joined by two or three 
other families, but the settlement remained small. 
In 1752, New Hampshire Governor Benning 
Wentworth re-granted Township Number One 
and changed its name formally to Westminster. 
The following year, conflict with Native 
American people resumed and the early settlers 
once again abandoned Westminster. 

Hostilities between English settlers and 
Native Americans continued into the French and 
Indian War (1754 - 1763) when young men and 
families from Massachusetts began taking up 
their ‘pitches’ or encampments in 1759, including 
Eleazer Harlow at the top of Courthouse Hill and 
the Holden brothers (15 and 16 years old) at the 
top of Windmill Hill. When the French and Indian 
War finally ended in 1763, many of the earliest 
families returned, soon joined by others, 
including soldiers who had scouted the area and 
decided to settle. The focus of settlement was the 
alluvial plains and plateaus along the Connecticut 
River. The higher plateau, known as the Lower 
Street, became the village center, while the lower 
plateau, called the Upper Street, (Lower and 
Upper were based on their north-south orientation 
and not their elevational situation) became 
thickly-settled with farms.  

In 1764, the King of England proclaimed 
that the Colony of New York extended all the way 
to the west bank of the Connecticut River. 
Westminster became a New York town, at first 
part of Albany County and later part of the newly-
created Cumberland County. Meanwhile settlers 
from Massachusetts and Connecticut were 
pouring in, making Westminster the most 
populous town in Cumberland County. As the 
favored lands closest to the river were taken up, 
new settlers, as well as younger people who 
helped clear their parents' farms, ‘went West’ to 
clear land of their own in the western part of 
town, including on the ridgetops, which then 
possessed rich soils. Settlers typically built bark 
shelters first, then log cabins and barns followed 
by small frame houses. In some cases, the initial 
frame house was later incorporated into a larger 
frame house, often as an ‘ell’ (Patricia Haas, 
personal communication, nd).  

Initially, historic-era activities focused 
on clearing trees, many of which were burned to 
create potash and pearlash for shipment and sale 
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down the Connecticut River. Mill rights were 
granted, but mills were slow to be developed and, 
thus, Westminster residents initially took their 
grain by boat to Northfield, Massachusetts to be 
ground. By the 1770s, a few frame houses were 
erected, along with a series of taverns across the 
township. Grist mills were established in North 
Westminster near the Saxton’s River Bridge, as 
well as in Westminster West at the corner of the 
present-day Patch Road. Sawmills were also 
established, with several sited along East Putney 
Brook in Westminster West. 

Commerce was concentrated in the 
valleys, near flowing brooks and rivers, which 
today hardly seem large enough to power mills 
(Haas 2012: 37; Westminster Land Records, nd). 
Their volume was modified by changes in the 
land due to deforestation, as well as over-grazing, 
but Mill Brook earned its name in earlier times by 
powering grist mills and sawmills at several 
places along its course during the 18th century, 
and at least one woolen mill during the 19th 
century. East Putney Brook flows through 
Westminster West Village and, at this location, 
powered grist and woolen mills, a tannery, and a 
carriage shop. The branch of the brook south of 
the village also supported an early 19th century 
sawmill. A large remnant wall of that structure, 
as well as other features such as the race, remain 
today. 

By 1771, Westminster still had the most 
households of any town in Cumberland County, 
according to the official census, and had the third 
largest average household size. During the 
revolutionary ferment of 1775, a protest at the 
Westminster Courthouse turned violent when the 
sheriff's posse fired on unarmed occupiers in 
what became known as the Westminster 
Massacre (Haas 2012: 45-49). One man was 
killed, while another later died of his wounds. 
The following day several hundred armed militia 
overthrew the New York Government in 
Cumberland County, ending New York authority 
forever.  

Following the American Revolution, the 
town filled rapidly and the limitations of ridgetop 
farming quickly presented themselves. The soil, 
based on leaf-mold and formerly anchored by tree 
roots, washed away. Farmers built lime rock kilns 
in which the local limestone was burned to 
produce fertilizer, which also profoundly 

impacted the landscape. This process consumed a 
large number of trees, ironically degrading the 
very soils the lime was intended to improve, 
while also accelerating erosion. The tannery 
business further depleted the forest cover. 
Leather was an important farm commodity, with 
every butchered animal yielding hide, as well as 
meat. Tanneries were set up in many parts of 
town, along brooks and often in the center of the 
villages, despite the noxious odors associated 
with tanning hides.  

Westminster established the third church 
in the New Hampshire Grants in 1767 and, until 
1770, it was the only church in present-day 
Windham County (Haas 2012: 32-33). A 
meetinghouse was built in 1769 and 1770, 
occupying the middle of the King's Highway and, 
in 1784, it was moved to the site of the present-
day Westminster Town Hall. Also, that same year 
citizens in the western part of town began raising 
money for a meetinghouse. It was originally 
planned for the village of Crook's Mills, situated 
at the intersection of the current Westminster 
West and Patch roads, which also boasted mills, 
a store, and a tavern. However, land was donated 
in the center of present-day Westminster West 
Village and the meetinghouse was built there in 
1792 (Haas 2012: 65). With this geographic 
repositioning of the village center of Westminster 
West, the Village of Crook's Mills with all its 
light industry and business activity ultimately 
vanished and is now a part of today’s ‘hidden’ 
historic landscape. 

The division of the parishes was made 
official in 1797, when the west part of town began 
to be known as ‘Westminster W.P.,’ or 
‘Westminster West Parish.’ It is now known as 
‘Westminster West,’ colloquially shortened in 
recent years, as is the custom, to ‘West West.’ 
Within 40 years of its settlement, Alfred Stevens 
(Stevens 1883), longtime minister to the West 
Parish wrote:  

 
"… (e)very nook and corner of the parish 
was . . . full. There was a house in almost 
every place where the soil was deep 
enough for a cellar . . ." 

 
The earliest settlers took up their 

homesteads without reference to roads, as there 
were none. In the 1780s, the trails they created 
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were officially surveyed and laid out, in many 
cases ‘as trod.’ The earliest roads were Windmill 
Hill Road, Kurn Hattin Road, Patch Road, and 
Sand Hill Road. By the 1790s, there were at least 
17 more roads, many of which have been mapped 
during the Ancient Roads Project discussed in the 
next section. Blacksmith shops were obviously 
essential infrastructure during the horse-drawn 
era and there were multiple smithies in all parts 
of town. Today the only confirmed Blacksmith 
Shop is represented by a simple hearthstone on 
the Robert and Patricia Haas Farm, which is 
covered with scythe blades (Haas 2012: 68). It is 
known from the town’s Land Records and other 
historic documentation that Peter Hall, who lived 
there for a time with his parents, was a smith and 
may have made them, along with some of the 
ironwork in the house. 

Farms continued in mixed use 
throughout the 1800s and engaged in raising 
Merino sheep, as well as beef and dairy cattle, 
supplemented by a variety of crops and maple 
sugaring. Many of the barns in use during this 
time remain either as extant buildings or 
foundation remnants, but the sugar houses have 
proved especially ephemeral. Though most mid-
sized and large farms produced maple sugar from 
their outset, few sugar house sites have been 
identified during the mapping project. Typically, 
sugar houses were small, flimsily built structures, 
and their foundation stones, if any, may have 
been recycled.  

Besides agricultural products, 
Westminster produced children, who needed to 
be educated. The town was divided into 14 
School Districts: eight in the East Parish, five in 
the West, and one straddling the line. Most were 
small one-room schoolhouses that remained in 
use well into the 20th century. In the era before 
paved roads, carrying children several miles to 
school was impractical and the school and teacher 
were best situated in the near neighborhood. As 
maintenance of these buildings was a public care, 
repaired or replaced as necessary, many of them 
are extant and now used as private homes. The 
transition to paved roads and motorized 
transportation reduced the number of schools to 
three, during the Baby Boom years after World 
War II, and now to just one, in the East Parish. 

Westminster, both commercially and 
otherwise, was dramatically changed by the 

arrival of the railroad in the 1850s. The railway 
depot on the Vermont side of the Westminster-
Walpole bridge, spanning the Connecticut River, 
became a manufacturing and shipping center and 
a small village, known as Westminster Station, 
grew up there. A rail-line ran up the New 
Hampshire side of the river as well, and 
passengers and freight could easily transfer in 
Westminster. In the later 1800s and early 1900s a 
chair factory, a farm machinery factory, the 
Abenaque Engine Company, and a corn cannery 
were built in that area. Rapid transport to city 
markets also enabled sale of farm products, 
particularly dairy. The Vermont Valley 
Creamery, for example, produced and shipped 
tons of butter from its building on School Street 
from 1889-1914. 
 

The Ancient Roads Project and Other 
Historic Data Collection 

 
A companion survey to our investigation 

of historic archaeological sites involved 
Westminster’s Ancient Roads Project, the 
extensive mapping of which was conducted by 
land surveyors from DiBernardo Associates of 
Bellows Falls. This effort began in 2006 after the 
passing of Vermont Act 178, which is 
summarized with its legal ramifications by 
Alexander Hood (2010: 118) as follows: 

 
“Act 178 is a Vermont law passed in 2006 
to resolve Vermont’s ancient roads 
problem: the problem of legal highways 
which fell into disuse, were largely 
invisible to an observer on the ground, and 
increasingly clouded landowner’s titles. 
On its face, Act 178’s solution seems 
simple: by 2010, towns must map the 
ancient roads they wish to preserve; in 
2010, unmapped ancient roads become 
Unidentified Corridors; and in 2015, 
Unidentified Corridors are discontinued—
seemingly ending the ancient roads 
problem.” 
 

From the perspective of our mapping project, the 
value of the Ancient Roads Project cannot be 
overstated. A key landscape feature that is 
important in predicting where historic 
archaeological sites may be located is the  
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Figure 1.  Resource Key #131 is a historic tavern situated along a mapped ancient road 
(dashed lines) that originally linked Windmill Hill North Road with Westminster West 
Village. 

 

 
 

Figure 2a.   Topographic base map showing an abandoned ancient road (dashed line) 
heading north from the Old Athens Road with a series of mapped house (triangle) and 
barn (square) structural remnants. 
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Figure 2b.  Beers 1869 Atlas of the same locations as presented in Figure 2a, but 
illustrating that the adjacent road alignment was not mapped at that time. 

presence of old roads (Figures 1, 2a and b). In the 
case of Westminster, some of the ancient roads 
are extant and follow their original alignments 
closely, if not exactly. Others have been 
abandoned and are now little more than dirt two 
tracks or simple trails. 

Supplemental historic research of equal 
importance to our mapping was carried out by 
long-time Westminster Lister Ruth Grandy who 
retired in 2008. Having worked for years with the 
town land records, Ruth decided to copy them and 
merge this information into a searchable Excel 
database. She started with Liber A, page 1, that 
dealt with land transfers beginning at  
Westminster’s formation in 1761. Ruth paused 
her work when she reached the year 1960, 
concluding with transactions related to the 
development of Interstate 91. She included all 
information gleanable from the town’s records, 

and developed considerable skill in deciphering 
the handwriting of two centuries of Westminster 
town clerks. "I did it just for the fun of it," she 
said. "It was absolute bliss to sit and hand copy 
the text of all the deeds. You can't call it work if 
you're having a good time." The database has 
been an invaluable tool for tracing property 
ownership and land transactions and comparing 
this information with historic maps, narrative 
accounts, and the mapping of the historic 
archaeological sites considered here. 

 
A Simple Methodology 

 
The approach used for mapping and 

identification by the authors is accessible to 
anyone interested in assisting historic 
preservation goals through archaeological 
reconnaissance. The basic steps we follow are: 1) 
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a pre-field review of available historic 
documentation and mapping; 2) on-location field 
verification; 3) Global Positioning System (GPS) 
mapping and photography; and 4) post-field data 
recording and review.  

The equipment we use is simple, and 
generally available to members of the public, 
such as a hand-held Garmin GPS unit. A notable 
exception to this statement is that we had access 
to a Geographic Information Systems (GIS) 
platform that allowed us to prepare detailed, 
large-scale mapping to illustrate our results for 
verification and accuracy purposes, as well as to 
share information with historic preservation 
agencies and other stakeholders. 

Aside from standard reference works 
such as the Chace and McClellan & Co. 1856 
Map of Windham County (hereafter the 1856 
McClellan Map) and the Beers 1869 Atlas of 
Windham County (hereafter the 1869 Beers 
Atlas), as well as Haas’ (2012) history of the 
Town of Westminster, the field reconnaissance 
relied on oral interviews with Westminster 
residents. These interviews involved potential 
site locations known to property owners, 
reminiscences of the history of the town, and 
individual life experiences related by town 
residents, for example those who attended the 
single-room School No. 7, now no longer extant 
(Figure 3). Some of these interviews formed part 

of the Falls Area Community Television’s 
(FACT) Cellar Hole Investigators Program and 
related interviews on The Feed, a part of the 
community outreach associated with our work. 

The equipment that was carried into the 
field consisted of a Garmin Oregon 600T GPS 
Unit with topographic background, digital 
camera, field notebook for recording data, plastic 
laminated copies of the 1856 McClellan Map and 
1869 Beers Atlas, and an updated topographic 
map of Westminster with our previously recorded 
sites. Finally, a laptop supporting Microsoft 
Excel was used to inventory the locations 
identified, as well as to record basic information 
as follows:  

 
1. Sequential Field # 
2. Names of the Field Investigators 
3. Current Conditions (e.g., foundation 

remains) 
4. Type of Site, Current Status (e.g., 

Archaeological, Extant, Non-existent) 
5. Northing and Westing Coordinates 
6. Geographic Location in the Town (e.g., 

proximity to a prominent landmark or 
road) 

7. Brief Review of Historic Mapping Data 
8. Photograph 
9. Other General Comments 

 

 
Figure 3. The Sandhill School (School No. 7), ca. 1945, which is now no longer extant 
(Courtesy of the Westminster Historical Society). 
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Mapping the Historic Landscape 
 

As discussed above, accurately mapping 
a variety of historic resources within the context 
of present-day landmarks was a key component 
to the overall effort of our project. ESRI’s 
ArcMap software was selected as the GIS 
platform. This software is an industry standard 
and it offered the ability to read many digital data 
types for the purposes of analysis and map 
production.  

Base map GIS layers were obtained from 
a variety of sources to provide a basis for current 
and historic landmarks and locational context. 
Jeff Nugent of The Windham Regional 
Commission gathered and provided current data 
from various Vermont agencies including surface 
waters, road centerlines, town borders, parcel 
boundaries, topographic contours, buildings, 
cemeteries, and railroads. Historic lot lines and 
the ancient road alignments were provided by 
DiBernardo Associates. 

Locations for some of our historic 
archaeological sites were initially provided by 
members of the Westminster Historical Society. 
These locations were verified or updated, and 
additional resources were mapped utilizing the 
Garmin Oregon 600T GPS unit. Coordinates for 
each resource location were recorded with the 
GPS unit and translated to a point on the project 
map. The Garmin Oregon 600T GPS unit is 
typically utilized for navigational purposes in 
hiking and other outdoor pursuits. Independent 
review suggests that its positional accuracy under 
most conditions is within three meters (Outdoor 
Gear Lab, nd). Given the visual benchmarks of 
the resources identified, this level of accuracy 
was deemed adequate for the project. The 
following figures illustrate the accuracy of the 
Garmin 600T unit in mapping School No. 1 
compared to a current topographic base map 
(Figure 4). Figure 5 illustrates the GPS mapping 
point superimposed on the 1869 Beers Atlas. 

In conducting the fieldwork, our focus 
was locating historic archaeological sites 
represented by foundation remains such as cellars 
or stone footers supporting a timber construction. 
On occasion, we mapped extant buildings and a 
notable example of this is the town’s historic 
schools (see Table 1, N = 8), six of which were 

mapped as still standing, having been repurposed 
as private residences.  

In some instances, the 1856 McClellan 
Map and the 1869 Beers Atlas indicated the 
presence of a former structure, but this could not 
be verified in the field. There are 22 examples of 
these locations, but it must be noted that even 
though there was no evidence of structural 
remnants on the surface, it does not mean that 
subsurface archaeological deposits do not exist. 
Our strict adherence to a non-intrusive 
reconnaissance methodology obviously 
prevented confirmation of the presence of buried 
historic features or artifacts. As is often the case 
with historic structures, demolition may only 
remove the superstructure of a building leaving 
foundations or cellars intact and subsequently 
buried. Additionally, smaller outbuildings or 
activity areas may surround a historic home or 
barn, which can have intact subsurface 
components that are not visible from the surface. 

To address these varying conditions of 
preservation, we labelled our mapping of the 
historic resources as “Archaeological,” “Extant,” 
or “Non-existent.” Our reference to a location 
being “Archaeological” means that aboveground 
structural remnants or near surface features 
and/or artifacts were observed during mapping. 
For the “Extant” category we are indicating that a 
structure still exists, as is the case for many of the 
town’s 14 historic schools and the 1802 - 1858 
William Czar Bradley Law Office (Figure 6), for 
example. Finally, for those resources that we 
labelled “Non-existent,” we failed to locate or 
confirm the presence of structural remnants or 
other associated vestiges of historic activity. It 
must be reiterated that for all the locations we 
inventoried, regardless of their state of 
preservation, the land immediately surrounding 
the known or presumed location of a historic 
building may, in fact, preserve other 
outbuildings, as well as buried and intact 
evidence of early historic activity. 

In any archaeological endeavor related to 
past activity there are several questions that have 
a bearing on interpretation: 1) what is the type and 
extent of the site location survey that was 
conducted?; 2) did historic activity take place at a 
given location?; 3) has that activity been 
preserved in the archaeological record?; and 4) is 
the preserved record interpretable? As will be  
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Table 1. Summary of Mapped Historic Resources 

RESOURCE TYPE ARCHAEOLOGICAL EXTANT, STRUCTURE 
OR FEATURE 

NON-EXISTENT, KNOWN FROM 
HISTORIC MAPPING ONLY 

TOTAL PERCENTAGE 

Animal Pound 1 
  

1 0.5 
Barn 25 

 
2 27 14.1 

Barn (banked) 1 
  

1 0.5 
Barn and corral 2 

  
2 1.0 

Bridge abutment 5 
  

5 2.6 
Cairn 

 
1 

 
1 0.5 

Cellar or Cistern 1 
  

1 0.5 
Cemetery 

 
7 

 
7 3.7 

Cistern 1 
  

1 0.5 
Culvert 

 
2 

 
2 1.0 

Dam 1 5 
 

6 3.1 
Depression with wall remnant 1 

  
1 0.5 

Grist Mill 1 
  

1 0.5 
Historical Marker 

 
1 

 
1 0.5 

House 67 1 18 86 45.0 
House and Barn 2 

  
2 1.0 

House and well 7 
  

7 3.7 
Law Office 

 
1 

 
1 0.5 

Lime Kiln 3 
  

3 1.6 
Mill 5 

  
5 2.6 

Petroglyph 
 

1 
 

1 0.5 
Retaining Wall 

 
1 

 
1 0.5 

Root Cellar 1 
  

1 0.5 
Sawmill 1 

  
1 0.5 

Sawmill Sluiceway 1 
  

1 0.5 
School 1 6 1 8 4.2 
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 Stone culvert 2 
  

2 1.0 
Sugar House 3 

  
3 1.6 

Tavern 2 
  

2 1.0 
Town Line 

 
1 

 
1 0.5 

Well 
 

2 
 

2 1.0 
Windmill 

  
1 1 0.5 

Woolen Mill/Dam 1 
  

1 0.5 
Unknown 5 

  
5 2.6 

Grand Total 140 29 22 191 
 

Percentage 73.3 15.2 11.5  100.0 
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Figure 4.  Base map with arrow pointing at the topographic map location of School No. 
1 (Key #108) along Westminster West Road. 

 
 

 
 

Figure 5.  The GPS mapped location of School No. 1 (Key #108) superimposed on the 
1869 Beers Atlas; the variance in position is not unexpected and inconsequential for 
resource identification purposes. 
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Figure 6. The interior of the William Czar Bradley Law Office (Courtesy of the 
Brattleboro Reformer, https://www.reformer.com/stories/welcome-to-the-law-office-
of-william-czar-bradley,341364). 

 
seen in the next section, these questions have all 
factored into the types and distribution of the 
historic archaeological sites we have located to 
date. 
 

Summary of Results 
 
As of this writing, we have mapped 140 historic 
archaeological sites, ranging in age from the late 
18th – early 20th centuries. In certain instances, 
extant structures or other features were mapped 
(n = 29), notably the town’s historic schools, 
18th-19th century cemeteries, or historic dams, 
while 22 locations were field-checked based on 
information from historic mapping and Land 
Records research, but not located. Table 1 
indicates that the mapped data is predominantly 
classified as archaeological (73% of the sample).  

Given that the remains of more 
substantial structures are more likely to be 
preserved and identified, as well as easier to 
locate in the field, it is not surprising that the 
majority of the sites we recorded were the 
remains of Houses (N=95 or 49.7%) or Barns 
(N=30 or 15.7%). The identification of these  

 
locations also undoubtedly benefited from the 
fact that historic atlases typically depict 
residences, schools (N=8 or 4.2%) or light 
industry such as mills, for example, without 
including smaller outbuildings. The other sites 
identified in Table 1 illustrate a variety of 
building remains or other historic features typical 
for a rural Vermont setting in the late 18th to early 
20th centuries such as various types of mills (grist, 
saw, and woolen, N=8; Figures 7 - 10), lime kilns 
(N=3), taverns (N=2), and sugar houses (N=3). 

It is certain that some categories of 
historic resources are underrepresented in our 
sample. For example, as discussed in the historic 
context section, we have identified only three 
sugar houses, but it is highly likely that most 
historic farms in the town had the capability of 
producing maple syrup. The inability to identify 
these kinds of resources probably relates to the 
following: early historic mapping seldom depicts 
or labels buildings as sugar houses; the less 
substantial nature of the structural remains; and 
an absence of artifacts, which provide clues for 
identification (see Sanford et al. 1995: 19 for an 
example of artifacts associated with a dilapidated 
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sugar house). This problem illustrates our earlier 
comments that accurately mapping the historic 
landscape absolutely relies on clear 
documentation, good archaeological 
preservation, and material remains that are 
interpretable. 

The development of the 19th century 
economic landscape may be illustrated by a series 
of mills in an area variously referred to as 
“Crooks Mills” or “Chandlers Mills,” near the 
originally proposed village center of Westminster 
West (Figures 9 and 10). The first grist mill at this 
location was established in 1778 by Robert Crook 
along East Putney Brook. As the historic 
landscape developed, forest was cleared and 
quality farmland was quickly acquired, leaving 
only the ridgetops with their shallow, rocky soils 
unsuited for crops. In 1811, the retired American 
Consul in Lisbon, William Jarvis, bought a farm 
in Weathersfield Bow, outside of Bellows Falls, 
for 250 Merino sheep he imported from Spain. 

 
“Because of its treeless hills, denuded by 
the pioneers' need for firewood, building 
materials, and lumber for the potash 
markets, Jarvis thought that Vermont 
was an ideal location for his Merinos and 
began to distribute his sheep to 
Vermonters” (Balivet 1965: 243). 

 
These treeless hills developed into 

ridgetop farms with sheep pastures, forming the 
basis of the most profitable industry in Vermont 
during the 1820s. By 1833, farmers began selling 
off their cattle to make room for even more sheep 
and by 1837 a total of 13,766 sheep were 
recorded in Westminster (Balivet 1965: 244-
245). Not surprisingly, adaptations to these 
agricultural changes ensued with, for example, 
the Crook Grist Mill being converted into a 
woolen factory in 1813. After a fire in 1823, it 
was rebuilt as a two-story brick building, which 
manufactured broadcloth and cassimere until it 
too was destroyed by fire in 1832 (Haas 2012: 
118). 

 
In some cases, the interplay between our 

mapping and historic events allows for a face-to-
face meeting with the town’s old inhabitants. One 
noteworthy series of occurrences involved 
Frederick George Campbell (1853-1929) who 

was known for raising Merino sheep and who 
achieved international recognition for his rams 
and ewes. At the World’s Fair in Hamburg, 
Germany, in 1863, Campbell received the “prizes 
for first and second-best rams and best ewes” 
(Haas 2012: 251), later selling the prize-winning 
sheep to a Continental breeder for $5000 (Rand 
1923). George Campbell’s expansive home is 
still extant along the road leading to Westminster 
West from Putney and has been converted into a 
group of apartments (Figure 11). 
During the early part of the 1880s, a series of 
arson attacks took place in the town, beginning 
with School No. 6 in 1881 (Haas 2012: 272-274). 
In 1883, the large sheep barns owned by George 
Campbell’s Sons were burned with a resulting 
loss of 75 pure bred Merino sheep (Figure 12) and 
other belongings amounting to $10,000 in 
damages. Additional homes and agricultural 
buildings were set alight during the autumn and 
winter months of 1883-1884 when the animals 
and food stores were under cover, causing 
maximum economic damage to their owners, all 
prosperous Westminster farmers. Suspicion soon 
fell upon a young local man in his twenties, who 
had left a boot mark with a distinctive patch in the 
soft earth at the D.C. Gorham arson attack of 
October 1884. When a local shoemaker was 
questioned about who owned the mended pair of 
boots, the answer was “Johnny Coombs” (Figure 
13; Haas 2012: 73). During interrogation by a 
Boston detective brought in to work up the case, 
Coombs admitted to the crimes and was 
sentenced to two separate jail terms, the second 
imposed on the day he was leaving prison as a 
result of his original conviction. When both 
sentences were finally completed, Coombs left in 
exile for Massachusetts where he became, 
ironically, a shoemaker. 

 
Public Outreach and Communication 

 
The mapping project had a unique set of 

opportunities for public outreach through FACT, 
which is a non-profit Access Management 
Organization (AMO) dedicated to serving the 
Public, Educational and Government (PEG) 
sectors of the greater Bellows Falls region. The 
mission of FACT is to provide all community 
members the opportunity to produce and view 
local programming on the PEG access channels. 
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The viewing audience comprises approximately 
7000 individuals and, while it is difficult to 
determine the viewership of any specific show as 

cable companies do not provide those data to the 
cable access channels, we feel that the total views 

 

 
 

Figure 7. Christopher Bergman examining the massive structural remnants of Joshua 
Clark’s Sawmill built around 1810 (see Haas 2012: 115). 
 

 
 

Figure 8. The 1869 Beers Atlas showing Joshua Clark’s Sawmill (Key #110A and 
#110B) in Westminster West, which had been sold to R.C. Gould in 1859. 
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Figure 9.  Location of the “Grist Mill” at Crook’s Mills (also Chandler’s Mills), which 
had multiple owners in the early 19th century and in 1813 was converted into a woolen 
mill.  It is worth noting the proximity of this converted woolen mill, as well as a second 
one (Key #99A), to the home of the Merino magnate George Campbell. 
 

 
 
Figure 10.  Remains of the “Grist Mill” shown on the mapping in Figure 9, currently 
used as one of the town’s swimming holes, a not uncommon recreational repurposing 
for such features. 
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Figure 11.  The 1869 Beers Atlas showing the location of George Campbell’s residence 
north of the originally proposed center of Westminster West, an area that contains the 
remains of a tavern, grist and woolen mills, the original road alignment and bridge 
abutment, as well as other private residences. 
 
 

For the programs discussed below is likely to 
number in the thousands over a one-and-a-half-
year period. 

The primary vehicle for communicating 
the results of our work to the public was a series 
of programs entitled, ‘Cellar Hole Investigators.’ 
This series was developed by Bob, Christopher 
(Chris) Bergman, Mike Smith, and Sue Smith and 
it highlighted selected aspects of the mapping 
project, supplemented by interviews based on the 
decades-long research of Bob, Pat and Jessie 
Haas (see Haas 2012), as well as other town 
residents.  

The purpose of the program was to 
illustrate how the mapping project could be a 
model for others interested in historic 
preservation, the history of Westminster and its 
role in the emergence of the state, as well as the 
development of different parts of the town in 

terms of the landscape, industry, and 
communities. It discussed the fading, but still 
discernable, nature of the historic landscape in 
order to emphasize the importance of historic 
preservation and documentation for community 
planning and governance. 

There were eight episodes of the Cellar 
Hole Investigators filmed between July 2018 and 
January 2020; production was halted by the onset 
of the COVID-19 global pandemic. Each episode 
was approximately 30 minutes long and covered 
a topic of interest in the history of Westminster, 
which also featured in the mapping project. Each 
topic was based on the results of the mapping 
project, but augmented using historic records and 
maps, photographs and postcards, interviews 
with town residents, and site visits. The list of the 
shows as they aired are as follows, 
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Episode 1: “Search for the Mystery Vault,” 
Produced July 17, 2018, FACT Id #11334,  

25 minutes 
 

An introduction to the work of Bob and 
Chris centered upon a visit to the Patch Farm in 
Westminster West, home to Vermont Shepherd 
cheese currently owned by David Major. They 
examine the location of an accidentally 
discovered, buried historic vault or cistern and 

use the location to demonstrate their field 
recording techniques. The Patch Farm is one of 
the oldest continuously operating farms in 
Westminster (Figure 14) and Bob interviews 
David Major about the history of the farm and its 
connection to the infamous Westminster Fire 
Bug, Johnny Coombs, who committed numerous 
arson attacks in the early 1880s (Haas 2012: 272-
274). 

 
 

 
 

Figure 12.  Old Grimes, a champion Merino owned by George Campbell (Courtesy of 
the Westminster Historical Society). 

 

 
 

Figure 13. Undated photograph of the Westminster Firebug, Johnny Coombs (Courtesy 
of the Westminster West Library). 
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Figure 14.  A 1906 postcard showing the Patch Farm (Robert and Patricia Haas Historic 
Postcard Collection). 

 
 
Episode 2: “Westminster Schools 1802-1953,” 
Produced August 20, 2018, FACT Id #11318, 

28 minutes 
 

Bob and Chris examine the proliferation 
and demise of the one room schoolhouses of 
Westminster between 1802 and 1953. There were 
once 14 school districts in Westminster and the 
program tours locations where schools once 
stood, as well as extant buildings that have been 
repurposed as private residences. Interviews are 
conducted with Ruth Grandy, president of the 
Westminster Historical Society, who attended 
School No. 7 (Sand Hill School) (see Figure 3), 
one of the last operating one room schoolhouses 
in the town, as well as Barbara Greenough who 
attended School No. 8 as a child. The 
Westminster Fire Bug makes a reprise, having 
been suspected of burning School No. 6 (Haas 
2012: 272). 
 
 
 

 
Episode #3: “The Time Capsule,” Produced 

September 10, 2018, FACT Id Not Recorded, 
26 minutes 

 
Bob and Chris make a short trip to 

Westminster and the Bradley Law Office 
Museum. Vermont Congressman and attorney 
William Czar Bradley was the son of United 
States Senator Stephen Rowe Bradley, who also 
served as an officer in the Connecticut Militia 
during the Revolutionary War. The museum is a 
time capsule, with the building and contents left 
virtually untouched since William Bradley 
shuttered his law practice in 1858 (see Figure 6). 
They interview residents Dan Axtell and Richard 
Michelman and discuss Stephen Rowe Bradley’s 
role in authoring the 12th Amendment to the 
Constitution of the United States concerning the 
Electoral College, as well as his design of the 
“Star Spangled Banner,” the flag that flew over 
Fort McHenry in the War of 1812.  
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Episode 4: “What Happened to the Fields?,” 
Produced October 29, 2018, FACT Id#11436, 

27 minutes 
 

In the past two hundred years, Vermont 
has gone from virgin forest, to a mix of 
approximately 80% cleared pasture and 20% 
forest during the 19th century (Figure 15), only to 
reverse this ratio in the modern Vermont 
landscape, which comprises predominantly 
forest. Bob and Chris discuss large-scale historic 
landscape modification related to clearing pasture 
for sheep husbandry and Merino wool 
production. They discuss George Campbell, 
while visiting his home which is now divided into 
apartments, and his role in the Merino wool 
industry that became globally prominent in the 
early and middle 1800s. The Westminster Fire 
Bug makes a final appearance, having torched 
George Campbell’s Sons sheep barns, as well as 
other farm buildings, schools and residences in 
the town (Haas 2012: 272-274). 
 

Episode 5: “Vermont Gold: Springtime 
Sugaring,” Produced April 11, 2019, FACT 

Id#11669, 23 minutes 
 

Bob and Chris explore the history of 
maple sugar production in Vermont from its 

Native American origins to the present day. The 
program visits local Westminster maple syrup 
producers John Parker and Stephen Major, the 
former adopting more modern processing 
equipment, while the latter uses traditional 
equipment and methods including a wagon sleigh 
for collecting sap (Figure 16). Bob and Chris note 
the paucity of mapped historic sugar houses and 
attribute this to a lack of preservation or an 
inability to discern their presence due to an 
absence of definitive artifacts scattered on the 
surface. 
 

Episode 6; “Abenaque Engine Works,” 
Produced August 19, 2019, FACT Id# 11871, 

26 minutes 
 

Bob and Chris introduce the topic of light 
industry and its development in Westminster, 
focusing first upon an extended interview with 
Pat Haas about her study with Alice Caggiano of 
the Abenaque Engine Works, which was in full 
operation by 1894. The factory, of which some of 
the original buildings are still extant, was situated 
adjacent to the Connecticut River near 
Westminster Station. It produced a suite of 
engines, portable air compressors, concrete 
mixers, and tractors (Figure 17; Haas and 
Caggiano 1985: 15). The engines referred to as  

 

 
 

Figure 15.  An 1850 painting of Westminster West by resident Wealthy Ann Hitchcock 
Ranney showing the open landscape surrounding the village, an area now largely forest 
(Courtesy of the Westminster Historical Society). 
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Figure 16.  Traditional maple sap gathering using spiles, buckets, and horse and sleigh 
at Stephen Major’s Sugar Bush, Westminster West (Courtesy of Stephen Major). 

 

 
Figure 17. An Abenaque tractor plowing at the Loomis Farm, Putney, Vermont 
(Courtesy of the Westminster Historical Society). 
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‘explosive engines,’ included both gas and 
kerosene fueled varieties. While the mechanical 
gas-powered engines and tractors were useful, 
they never really replaced horses for agricultural 
purposes. Financial problems hit the company in 
1915 and the business was finally shuttered in 
1921 (Haas and Caggiano 1985: 9). 
 

Episode 7: “Light Industry,” Produced 
October 28, 2019, FACT Id# 11982,  

25 minutes 
 

Bob and Chris further discuss light 
industry in Westminster and consider the types of 
structural remains or extant buildings they have 
mapped including sawmills, grist mills, lime kilns 
and a creamery, for example. The discussion 
focuses on how these industries evolved with the 
changing landscape and the economic needs of 
the town over time. Three of the West Parish 
mills visited during the program consist of the 
remains of Elijah Ranney’s Sawmill, which was 
but a memory by 1800, Joshua Clark’s 1810 
Sawmill, and the remains of Robert Crook’s Grist 
Mill that originally dates to 1778. Examination of 
the lime kilns of Westminster include several 
mapped examples along a ridge line in the 
northwest part of the town, while the tour also 
includes the former Vermont Valley Creamery 
(Figure 18) that worked as a cooperative for local 
farmers to produce over two tons of butter a week 
in the early 20th century. 
 
Episode 8: “Putney General Store,” Produced 

January 7, 2020, FACT Id # 12049,  
35 minutes 

 
Chris meets with colleagues Tom 

Jamison and Lyssa Papazian to discuss the 
history of the Putney General Store, which is 
situated in Putney at the intersection of Route 5 
and the road to Westminster West. The program 
considers the development of the store and its 
clientele from its origins in 1796 to recent times 
when the building was badly damaged in two 
separate fires, one arson-related. The rebuilding 
of the store is a remarkable community-based 
historic preservation effort, which included an 
archaeological investigation by Tom Jamison 
resulting in the discovery of both historic features 
and 19th century artifacts (Figure 19). 

Aside from the programing listed above, 
additional interviews were conducted as part of 
FACT’s morning talk show The Feed hosted by 
Mike Smith and Marty Gallagher as follows: 

 
1. “Cellar Hole Investigators Mapping 

Project,” Produced January 10, 2018, 
FACT Id # 11010 

2. “Ancient Roads in Vermont,” Produced 
February 7, 2018, FACT Id # 11052 

3. “The Westminster Massacre,” Produced 
March 4, 2018, FACT Id #11116  

4. “Spanish Flu Effecting Vermont,” 
Produced September 12, 2018, FACT 
Id#11362 

5. “The Westminster Firebug,” Produced 
October 17, 2018, FACT Id#11425 

6. “Impact of Dam Removal in 
Westminster West, Vermont,” Produced 
April 14, 2019, Id # 11874 

 
Implications for Historic Preservation in 

Westminster and Vermont 
 

In many ways the mapping of historical 
archaeological sites in Westminster is 
exceptional in terms of what has been achieved at 
the level of a reconnaissance survey, as well as 
public outreach. However, it should not be 
relegated to an exception as the authors are aware 
of individuals in other Vermont towns 
undertaking similar inventories. Additionally, the 
methods we have outlined are easily replicable by 
those who are interested in conducting 
comparable studies. Indeed, it is possible to go 
beyond the limited aims of our mapping project 
and incorporate other types of information as 
indicated earlier in this discussion. 

The mapping conducted as part of this 
paper closely aligns with the 1995 study by 
Sanford et al. entitled, “Stonewalls & 
Cellarholes: A Guide for Landowners on Historic 
Features and Landscapes in Vermont’s Forests.” 
Not only have we documented the same kinds of 
historic resources they illustrate in their 
descriptive narrative, but we also concur with 
their belief that: 

 
“Many people mistakenly think Vermont 
does not have many layers of cultural 
history, or that there are few 
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archaeological sites. In reality, some of 
these resources, especially historical 
ones, can be seen by looking around 
while walking through your property.” 
(Sanford et al. 1995: 3) 
 

Further, Sanford et al. (1995: 3) 
encourage non-intrusive investigative measures 
for appreciating these sites and, in common with 
our study, advocate for good stewardship rather 
than a sense of ownership by which such 
locations may be subjected to damage through  
unscientific ‘pot holing’ or artifact collection. It 
cannot be underscored enough that these 
archaeological sites represent a part of the 
historic-era cultural patrimony of the people of 
Vermont and, indeed, the United States. 

There can be no doubt that most of our 
sites would never have been inventoried and 
mapped without the efforts detailed above. 
Outside of federal and/or state historic 
preservation laws, such as Section 106 of the 
National Historic Preservation Act or Vermont 
Act 178 leading to the documentation of the 
ancient roads, there is simply no mandate to 
locate and assess these kinds of sites. As Sanford 
et al. (1995: 2) indicate: 

 
“As a result, there is very little regulation 
of these resources on private land, and 
most people know little about them.” 
 

 
 

 
 

Figure 18. The Vermont Valley Creamery, currently a private residence, began making 
butter in 1889 and by the turn of the 20th century was producing over 4000 pounds 
weekly (Courtesy of the Westminster Historical Society). 
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Figure 19.   Pipe bowl fragments from the Putney General Store, including a middle to 
late 19th-century TD pipe with botanical design and effigy head pipe bowls (Courtesy 
of Tom Jamison, Hartgen Archaeological Associates, Inc.). 

 
 

We believe that this paper has shown one 
avenue where members of the public have 
participated in meaningful archaeological inquiry 
and can continue to do so in the future. Our 
inventory and mapping project provides 
important information regarding the location of 
early historic-era archaeological sites in 
Westminster. While we focused exclusively on 
locating and mapping these resources, there are 
clear implications for further use of our data as 
follows: 1) spatial patterning of historic 
settlement and landscape utilization; 2) the 
parallel evolution of the town’s settlement, 
agricultural practices and light industry; 3) 
socioeconomics as evidenced by the material 
remains at each of our locations; and 4) the daily 
life of the town’s historic residents, to name but a 
few topics. 

A further benefit of this kind of study 
relates to historic preservation. As stated above, 
most of these sites are newly recorded and have 
not been formally inventoried with Smithsonian 
trinomial numbers, or included in the 
archaeological files of the Vermont State Historic 
Preservation Office (VT SHPO) On-line 
Resource Center, although this process is now 
underway with Vermont’s State Archaeologist 
Dr. Jess Robinson. Thus in Windham County, 
and probably in common with many parts of the  

 
state, there are likely to be large numbers of 
similar archaeological sites that simply do not 
show up on databases, or which have not been 
incorporated into site location sensitivity models 
typically used for historic preservation purposes 
or to plan archaeological surveys.  

On September 18, 2017, Bob and Chris 
presented their results as an update to the 
Westminster Historical Society. In attendance 
was the Westminster Town Manager Russell 
Hodgkins, who later contacted them about a dam 
replacement in an area of Westminster West that 
had been mapped with several historic 
archaeological resources (see Figure 11). Since 
this project involved a Federal Agency, the 
regulations of Section 106 of the National 
Historic Preservation Act applied. The Vermont 
State Historic Preservation Officer, Laura 
Trieschmann, was notified of the historic 
archaeological resources we mapped at this 
location and staff at the VT SHPO confirmed that 
a Phase I archaeological survey has been 
recommended. Additionally, for the purposes of 
public outreach, we suggested that a presentation 
to the Westminster Historical Society by the 
Architectural Historian evaluating the National 
Register Eligibility of the 1930s-era dam should 
be part of the project’s mitigation efforts, as well 
as the possibility of erecting a historic 
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informational marker for the location. These on-
going discussions with the VT SHPO clearly 
illustrate that the mapping and documentation 
undertaken by our work provides an additional 
layer of protection for vulnerable archaeological 
resources, as well as providing an opportunity for 
members of the public to be involved in decision 
making during development projects. 

We would like to close where we started 
with our second premise, without public 
engagement there can be no historic preservation. 
This paper has presented a model that we believe 
can be, and has been, adopted by interested 
citizens across Vermont that will allow for 
meaningful participation in archaeological 
inquiry by non-professionals, while further 
promoting stewardship of the state’s historic 
archaeological sites through non-intrusive 
inventory and documentation. 
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