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PREFACE

On an early Tuesday evening in June 1953, residents across Dedham began discovering odd bits of debris in their yards and driveways. Roofing shingles, bits of clapboard siding with bent nails still inside, letters, parts of books, even a raincoat tangled in the branches of a tree all appeared rather suddenly in neighborhoods across town. All of the items had some connection to the city of Worcester: a torn page from the Worcester Telegram, a check from a Worcester bank in the amount of $20.67, stationery and bills from Worcester companies. As puzzled residents began to talk to one another and listen to the news broadcasts that evening, they soon learned the cause of all this unusual trash suddenly appearing in Dedham. A powerful tornado had ripped through the Worcester area, carrying the odd collection of debris some forty miles in the air before depositing it in Dedham.

The tales in this book are in some ways like those odd, random bits of debris, carried here from the faraway past. Ripped from its place of origin, the ordinary becomes the unusual; tales of everyday life and customs of Dedhamites from long ago fascinate the modern reader. And, of course, events that were remarkable to the people who first witnessed them remain so to this day.

These tales represent over 350 years of Dedham’s past. It is a history of the town, not the history. That task was undertaken at various times by Herman Mann, Erastus Worthington, Frank Smith and Robert Hanson. Some of the tales in these pages also appeared in those pages, often as footnotes. The stories are presented thematically, and if there seems to be an overabundance of tales of crime and punishment, that is because Dedham, as county seat or “shire town” of Norfolk County, has hosted hundreds of criminal trials since 1793. The town has also produced its share of heroes, and their stories are presented here as well.
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Chapter One

CONTENTMENT

Anyone who takes the time to carefully inspect the Dedham town seal in its prominent position on the side of the police station or on the door of a passing DPW truck will find at the bottom a banner containing a single word: “Contentment.” One might be led to believe that the word was chosen as a motto for the town—an emotional state to strive for while living and working in the factories and fields also pictured on the seal. Contentment is actually the name chosen by the original settlers in 1635 when the Massachusetts General Court issued a land grant for the new town. The name did not appeal to the Puritan authorities in Boston, however, and for reasons unknown, when the town was incorporated in 1636 they chose the name Dedham, after the town of the same name in Essex County, England. (The Dedham name was agreeable enough to two later residents who applied it to their new homes in Dedham, Maine, in 1810, and Dedham, Iowa, in 1882.)

That first group of settlers coming from crowded Watertown found much to be content about within the boundaries of the original grant, which included the present-day towns of Natick, Wellesley, Needham, Dover, Westwood, Norwood, Walpole, Medfield, Millis, Medway, Norfolk, Franklin, Bellingham, Wrentham and Plainville. There was a generous water supply as well as meadows that could be cultivated easily. Acres of woodland were available for construction of homes and fuel for fireplaces.

But there were dangers, both real and imagined, in the surrounding forests and swampland, as evidenced in the names given to various natural features by the earliest settlers: Dismal Swamp, Purgatory Brook, Satan’s Kingdom and Devil’s Oven. The swamp bordering Wigwam Pond was an especially wild place, inhabited by both wolves and wildcats. In March 1639, seven-year-old John Dwight disappeared one day while playing near his home; he was believed to have been devoured by wolves. Wolves were so abundant that a bounty on their heads was frequently paid. Town ordinances were also passed authorizing bounties on wildcats and rattlesnakes. A 1719 ordinance called for a bounty of six pence to be rewarded for every rattlesnake killed, with proof to be provided in the form of the rattle and an inch and a half of snake. As late as 1759, there were bear sightings near town.
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Wigwam Pond. Photo by author.

Incredibly, town officials paid out a bounty several hundred years after it was first established. In November 1957, Joseph Demling of Macomber Terrace walked into the Dedham Town Hall seeking a reward for the thirty-five-pound carcass of a bobcat that he was carrying. Macomber shot the animal after his dog had trapped it in a tree. Startled town treasurer Andrew Galvin did not know what to make of the situation, and he conferred with other town officials on how to handle the young man’s claim. At first they tried to pass the buck by suggesting that the bobcat had probably come from Needham, and therefore Needham should pay the bounty. In the end, the ancient statute from 1734 was found and cited, setting the bounty of twenty shillings per wildcat killed. After satisfying himself that the animal was in fact a bobcat and not a treasured family pet, Galvin paid Demling the ten-dollar bounty he had requested.

The Legend of Wigwam Pond

One particular place of foreboding is Wigwam Pond (pronounced “wigg-um” by locals), a large kettle pond located near the center of town just to the east of modern Route 1. Despite its central location adjacent to a busy commercial highway, access to the pond is difficult, and most residents of town have never set foot on its shores. But generations of youngsters have been warned away from the pond’s entangling weeds, quicksand bottom and restless ghosts.

The “legend” of Wigwam Pond was first told by local writer William Moore. Moore claimed that the legend was first told to him by “the Captain,” a Dedham veteran of the Civil War who moved to Cape Cod in his sunset years. That Mr. Moore was a regular contributor of poems and fiction to the Dedham Transcript suggests that, like Washington Irving’s fictional storyteller Deidrich Knickerbocker, who brought us The Legend of Sleepy Hollow, both the Captain and his tale were sprung from the imagination of the prolific writer. Regardless, rumors and tales of eerie happenings and ghostly sounds have been related by residents living near the pond for years. What follows is a summary of the Captain’s tale, as written by Moore for a 1932 column in the Transcript.

By 1775, there were no natives left in or around Dedham, but there was a small band of Neponsets still living in the woods near Big Blue in present-day Canton. One of these natives was a descendant of King Philip named Black Bear. Black Bear was well known to area residents for his acts of petty thievery against local farmers, including Sam Stone. Stone lived with his family on a farmstead about a mile southwest of Wigwam Pond.

One summer afternoon shortly after the battles at Lexington and Concord, Sam caught the wily Black Bear prowling around the Stone property. The Indian was carrying a musket and several horse blankets he had stolen. Sam Stone would have none of that, and he quickly and decidedly wrestled with the young Indian, who ran away from the farm empty-handed. Black Bear made his way through the swamp to the shores of Wigwam Pond, where his canoe was waiting. After sunset, he returned to the Stone farm, seeking revenge. While creeping past an open window of the farmhouse, Black Bear spied Stone’s infant son sleeping unattended, and he reached through the window and grabbed him. The baby became disturbed and woke up with a cry, alerting his father. Stone chased after the Indian, who abandoned the baby in order to make his escape to Wigwam Pond.

Arriving at the shore, Black Bear quickly jumped in his canoe and began paddling away from the angry farmer. About midway across the pond, the Indian eased up his paddling, believing that he was safe. But Sam Stone had other ideas. He raised his musket to his shoulder and fired, striking the Indian in the back. Mortally wounded, Black Bear stood up in the canoe, gave out a plaintive cry of pain and despair and tipped out of the boat, sinking to the bottom.

Eerie howls and mournful cries have been heard coming from the pond ever since, and generations of residents and workers in the area have often shared tales of the restless spirit that haunts the inhospitable swamp and lake. Workers harvesting ice from the pond knew to stay away from the one area that never froze, even in the coldest of winters, for this was the same spot where Black Bear had met his end so long ago. From time to time, the curious and the brave would venture to the pond at night and catch a glimpse of the ghost of Black Bear running above the surface of the pond, sometimes carrying a small child, sometimes covered by a large horse blanket, but always wailing an unearthly cry. Some may dismiss such stories as hokum and superstition, but it is true that the skeleton of a man was found hanging from a tree in the Wigwam woods in 1920, and another was unearthed by workers digging a house foundation east of the pond in 1923.

Notable Trees

The spread of farmsteads means the inevitable destruction of the surrounding forest, and in time the once thick woodland near the town’s center was replaced by a patchwork of stone-walled fields. Some ancient trees survived, however, due in large part to their mammoth size, peculiar appearance or remote location. These trees became familiar landmarks to the residents, and in time many traditions and legends became associated with them.

A large hemlock that stood for many years in West Dedham (now Westwood) was known as Moll Pitcher’s tree, after a fortuneteller and witch from Lynn who was immortalized in verse in 1832 by Haverhill poet John Greenleaf Whittier. It was said that Moll often visited West Dedham and favored the shade beneath the towering tree as a resting spot as she made her way to catch the stage back home. One unseasonably hot spring day, the old woman happened by some men working on a home on Nahatan Street. She asked one of the workmen if she might have a sip of his cider to quench her thirst as she labored up the street. He refused, and with that, the old crone angrily broke her clay pipe in two and told the startled worker that his neck would snap in the same way. Not long after that, the unfortunate man fell from a roof and broke his neck! Moll also cursed the home on which the men had been working, declaring that all who dwelled within would experience bad luck and the house itself would burn down, which it did, many years later.

Another beloved West Dedham tree was the ancient oak that stood in the town pound on High Street. The pound had been erected in 1711 for the purpose of holding stray farm animals such as cattle and swine. When West Dedham (also known as the Clapboard Trees Parish) was incorporated into the new town of Westwood, the pound fell within its boundaries. The Westwood town seal features both the pound and the tree. The tree was blown over in the Hurricane of 1938.

For many years, a large buttonwood tree stood at the corner of Church and High Streets in front of the building that was not only Jeremiah Shuttleworth’s home, but also a grocery store and the town’s post office. The heavy foot traffic in and out of the post office made the tree a perfect bulletin board in front of which citizens would congregate to read the many announcements, ads and notices tacked there. Tradition holds that the first notice posted was a fifty-dollar reward for the return of a stolen horse. It was here that many townspeople first read the tragic news of President Lincoln’s assassination in April 1865. The buttonwood tree was also a perfect spot to hang someone in effigy. At the start of the Civil War, a young recruit working as a barber in town had the audacity to lift an umbrella over his head when it started to sprinkle during a training session on the common. This display of foppishness did not sit well with either the company of recruits or the commanding officer, Captain Onion, who told the man to put down the umbrella or leave. He left, and a few days later the effigy was hanging from the buttonwood tree bearing a sign that read “the man with the umbrella.” Soon thereafter, the “barber dude,” as he had come to be known, left town altogether.
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High Street with the historical society and old buttonwood tree. Author’s collection.

After the Dedham Historical Society headquarters and museum was built on the site of the Shuttleworth home in 1886, members discouraged the use of the tree as a message board, with little luck. Eventually, the tradition died out, and dozens of tacks that had accumulated on the trunk were absorbed by the tree’s growth. In September 1985, Hurricane Gloria swept through town, knocking down the centuries-old buttonwood tree.

The best-known of all the landmark trees in Dedham was a white oak, already ancient when the first settlers arrived. The tree stood on land once owned by the Avery family, and in time it became known as the Avery Oak. The story has often been told that in 1794, the United States Navy offered seventy dollars to Jonathan Avery to buy the tree and use its timber in the construction of the ship USS Constitution. Mrs. Avery, however, protested that the tree should remain where it had stood for so many generations, and so the oak did not become a part of “Old Ironsides.”

The tree and a small portion of land surrounding it were deeded to the historical society in 1886. Joseph W. Clark, then owner of the house and property on East Street where the tree stood, deeded to the society the tree and a rectangle of land extending seven and a half feet from the center of the tree on three sides (East Street bordered the oak tree on the fourth side). The deed also stipulated “the perpetual right to allow the branches of said tree to extend over my adjoining land, and the roots thereof, so far as necessary to the life of the tree, to extend in my adjoining land.”

The great New England hurricane of September 1938 took down over 450 trees in the town’s forest and cemeteries alone, but the Avery Oak survived, although a large limb was torn loose from its upper reaches. On a Tuesday afternoon in late July 1972, Police Chief Walter Carroll was driving along East Street during a violent summer thunderstorm when a huge gust caused the ancient oak to topple, barely missing the chief’s cruiser. Hundreds of townspeople made their way to the site to satisfy their curiosity and to pay their last respects to the ancient oak. Dedham Police stood guard over the remains until the historical society could decide what to do with the massive wreckage. When it finally came down, it was estimated that the tree was about 450 years old. Its circumference was measured at twenty feet. Pieces of the tree remain in the form of a chair commissioned by historical society president Henry Hildreth and a gavel given to the chairperson of the board of selectmen after the tree fell. The Avery Oak has been honored on the town seal since it was first adopted in 1878.
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The Avery Oak. Author’s collection.

The legacy of these fabled trees can serve to inspire new generations with their longevity, stature and beauty. Perhaps a more practical lesson on the nature of trees was learned by the subjects of this news item from the Village Register of January 8, 1749:

Dedham, May 15. On Tuesday last, Mr. Joseph Kingsberry of this Place with his Brother, cut down a Tree of considerable bigness, which contrary to their Expectation fell quite a different Course, the Top of which Took him and prest him almost into the Ground, dislocated his Shoulder, broke his Arms, and shivered the Bone to pieces, and bruis’d his body in a most surprising Manner, so that his Life for some Time was almost dispair’d of; but thro’ Goodness of God is at present under hopeful Circumstances of Recovery.

Rivers and Rocks

After subduing the forests in the area, the settlers turned their eyes to the river, not to tame it but to invigorate it and use its power for commercial interests. The Charles River had already been mapped and named by the time Dedham’s first settlers took up residence near its banks in 1636. It was by this river that the first group of settlers arrived from Watertown, landing at a spot near the modern Ames Street Bridge. This landing spot, known as “the Keye,” was commemorated in 1927 with a stone bench and plaque.

While the river provided a safe means of travel and easily obtainable source of food, the meandering corkscrew path it took through the Dedham plain did not produce a flow strong enough to turn a mill wheel.
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