
Unionville 
 

Unionville got its name because the people there once shared a school with Stoughton. 
Another old nickname for this neighborhood was the Dickerman Neighborhood for the 
prolific Stoughton family who moved into the area in the Eighteenth Century and 
dominated it during the Nineteenth. All this is interesting because today Unionville is 
thought of as a residential satellite of North Easton. In reality, Unionville evolved in the 
Eighteenth Century as a separate industrial and agricultural neighborhood based on 
Dorchester Meadow Brook. Growth began after the development of a road to Stoughton. 
This road ran roughly parallel to but generally west of the present Washington Street. It is 
mentioned in records as early as 1719 and was first surveyed as a road in 1728. 

The two earliest settlers in the neighborhood were sons of Captain John Phillips and 
members of one of the seven original families in Easton. Their move from the South 
Easton/Eastondale area marks the beginning of the expansion of the town from its 
original settlement. The first to move was William Phillips who built in the Unionville 
area as early as 1720. His home was east of the old road that was the precursor of 
Washington Street. Farther towards Stoughton, John Phillips, Jr., the older brother of 
William, built a house just south of where Dickerman Lane meets Washington Street. 

The third known settler was William Thayer of Braintree who moved here about the 
same time as William Phillips. Thayer settled along Union Street then called the North 
Road to Bridgewater (now Brockton). Ironically, Mrs. Thayer was the widow of William 
Hayward. Thus, she had been part of the first family to settle around the Simpson Spring 
about 1694. She was the mother of the first white child to be born in Easton. When her 
first husband died, she moved to Braintree where she remained for about twenty years 
before returning to become one of the first settlers in Unionville. In June 1724 William 
Thayer gave land and water rights to the men who built the first sawmill in the area. 
Thayer died in 1727. 

Once the area opened up, the settlers were quick to make use of Dorchester Meadow 
Brook, a source of power for many small industries for over two hundred years. This 
stream that starts in Stoughton got its name because Stoughton was originally part of 
Dorchester. The Town laid out Union Street, the road to the earliest of these mills, thirty 
feet wide in 1753. As well as the North Road to Bridgewater, it also has been known as 
Pleasant Street. The industries along the banks of the stream were the typical one-man or 
family owned mills common before the Industrial Revolution. 

Two places in Unionville along Dorchester Meadow Brook were industrial sites. The 
first was the sawmill mentioned above on Union Street near the Brockton line. This mill 
was in operation from 1724 or 1725 until at least 1829. At some point in its history, the 
owners converted it into a grist mill. The water supply at this site was inadequate for year 
round operation, so the mill never prospered, but it passed through many optimistic 
owners’ hands in its more than one century of operation. Two of the most interesting 
were Samuel Clark and William Lee of Boston who became controlling owners after 
earlier supplying a mortgage on the place. According to Chaffin these two “figured 
largely in such transactions in Easton in early times.” Thus, these two Boston merchants, 
by investing their money from international trade here, tied frontier Easton into the wide 
world of international finance and American economic development. From 1829 to 1831 



the old mill was too valueless to be taxed. Then in 1831 its owners repaired it and 
continued in operation for a decade or two more. 

In 1910 rumors came to William Knapp, a Union Street resident, that there were plans 
to burn down the old mill as a Fourth of July prank. Mr. Knapp went down to the mill on 
the eve of the Fourth. He and his shotgun kept guard until 2 A. M.. Because he heard and 
saw nothing, he went home. Less than ten minutes later the mill was destroyed by fire. 
Thus passed one of the oldest business sites in town. 

The other industrial site in Unionville had a more varied history. It too was on the 
Dorchester Meadow Brook but downstream on the north side of the Elm Street extension 
which goes into Brockton. Some time between 1765 and 1771 Eliphalet Leonard, Junior 
built a forge and furnace for the making of steel. Eliphalet’s grandfather had introduced 
iron making to Easton about a half century before his grandson moved operations to 
Dorchester Meadow Brook. Leonard’s steel making operation was an advance over the 
earlier iron making of his father and grandfather. The steel was used to make muskets for 
the Revolutionary War.  

Eliphalet’s son Jonathan erected two more steel furnaces at the site in 1787 and 1808. 
The 1808 furnace was said to have the capacity to make twenty tons of steel at a time. 
The younger Leonard also ran a flax breaking machine there. According to tradition, 
when Jonathan Leonard heard of more advanced steel making methods in Pennsylvania, 
he disguised himself as a simpleton to steal this knowledge while posing as a manual 
laborer. Leonard made a fortune manufacturing saws and scythes at his forges in Easton 
and Canton. Subsequently, he sold his Canton property to Paul Revere and concentrated 
his attention in Easton. 

Jonathan was known as Quaker Leonard and for a long time the road by his furnace 
was named for him. In the 1820's, he became convinced that a vein of lead, perhaps with 
silver associated with it, had been discovered southeast of the present pond, and he 
formed a company to mine it with Paul Revere as one of the investors. Excavations began 
in 1824, but in February 1825 a premature explosion of blasting powder fatally injured 
Joel White. The rest of the men flung all the tools into the mine and left in disgust. The 
collapse of this venture financially ruined Leonard, and, in 1827, he sold the property to a 
group from Boston.  

About 1833 this property was purchased by Calvin Marshall whose family continues 
to own land in the neighborhood. Marshall used the dam to power a cotton batting factory. 
Later Nathaniel Hayward made rubber sheeting at the site. Unionville women made the 
sheeting into aprons. Finally, after about 1860 the dam became home to a box factory.  

The pond created by the dam became a source of ice beginning about the middle of 
the Nineteenth Century when the Marshall family built an ice house on the south side of 
the street. The Marshall enterprise sold ice in Brockton and may have been one of the 
earliest ice cutting operations in southern New England. Later an ice house was erected 
on the north side of the road. A number of families operated there until the property was 
bought by Fred Monte in 1927. He continued the ice business until the late 1960’s, and 
the pond is still called Monte’s Pond. Since this was the last ice cutting operation in New 
England, a brief description of the process, taken from an article by John Kent, is in order. 

Mr. Monte had two ice houses at the pond. One had six rooms and the other had three. 
Both were double walled with 18 inches of sawdust between the walls for insulation. The 
total capacity of the two buildings was 14,000 tons of ice. 



During each summer the pond was drained, and all the pond vegetation was burned 
and removed. In the fall the brook refilled the twenty acre pond in preparation for the first 
freeze. Once a hard freeze occurred the ice was lined off into forty four inch squares. 
Then a float was dragged onto the pond and a “key-cake” was removed. The float was 
loaded with nearly 500 cakes of ice before it was brought to the ramp at the edge of the 
pond. At a staging near the ramp, the ice was cut into cakes 22 inches wide and 44 inches 
long and then guided up the ramp by a chain drive. The cakes were smoothed in a planer 
before passing up the ramp and down a chute into the ice house. 

Inside the ice house were five men who worked as a team to get the ice cake into its 
proper place in the room making sure that there was a small air space around each cake to 
prevent refreezing. A good crew could store about 1500 tons of ice a day. When the 
houses were filled, thirty tons of straw were added on top of the ice for extra insulation. 
Mr. Monte supplied natural ice to fishing boats, food stores, and milk companies . 

As in other parts of town, once farms and mills created a neighborhood, other facets 
of community began to grow as well. The first church to be established in Unionville was 
a Baptist one. Beginning in the 1740’s some Easton families converted to the Baptist 
faith and worshiped at the dissenting church started in Norton in 1747. These early 
Baptists were not well educated and fell into scriptural misinterpretations that permitted 
gross immorality. By the 1760’s more solid citizens had been attracted to the faith 
although most Baptist ministers still had little formal religious education. 

In 1762 Benaijah Smith and Daniel Niles left the Norton church to establish a church 
in Easton. Smith lived in Unionville close to the Stoughton line, and Niles lived farther 
south on Washington Street. These men successfully organized a church between March 
20 and July 1762. In July the church called Ebenezer Stearns to settle as their pastor. The 
new church held the ordination council at the home of Deacon Ebenezer Phillips. Phillips 
was the son of John Phillips, Jr., one of the original settlers of Unionville, and the 
grandson of Easton’s first Town Clerk Captain John Phillips. The youngest Phillips lived 
in his father’s old home just south of where Dickerman Lane enters Washington Street. 
The most important person at Mr. Stearns’ ordination was Reverend Isaac Backus of 
Middleborough, for decades the political leader and historian of the Baptists in 
southeastern New England. Twenty-six years later Backus became one of the delegates 
who voted to ratify the United States Constitution in Massachusetts. 

Mr. Stearns stayed in Easton until about 1767, meeting with his parishioners in 
members’ homes. The second pastor was Eseck Carr, a cooper by trade, who had no 
formal training for the ministry but was an excellent preacher. The membership felt the 
need for a church, but they could not afford one. To solve the problem they built a 
combined church, parsonage and cooper’s shop for their minister. During the week Mr. 
Carr practiced his trade in a large room that on the Sabbath became his church. This 
house was located on the north side of Elm Street. Mr. Carr continued to preach until a 
few years before his death in 1794, but his church was not strong enough to survive 
without him. 

The decline of the Baptists did not mark the end of religious dissent in Unionville. 
About 1785 the Virginia preacher, Jesse Lee, preached the first Methodist sermon in 
North Easton near, if not actually on, the spot where the second Methodist Church was 
eventually established on Mechanic Street. A Methodist group started in 1792, but the 
first organized Methodist Society came in 1795 when a lot was bought for five dollars 



and a building erected on the corner of Elm and Washington Streets with a cemetery on 
the adjacent corner. Francis Asbury, first Bishop of the Methodist Episcopal Church in 
America, dedicated the Church on October 13, 1795.  

The membership continued to grow with members from North Bridgewater and 
Stoughton as well as Easton. In 1830 the old church was moved to the rear of the lot and 
a larger church was built on the site. Oliver Ames, Sr. then moved the old church to 
where the Ames Free Library is today. Later it was moved again to Lincoln Street where 
today it is a private dwelling [85 Lincoln Street]. The new building, named "Old Square 
Top" because of its square, flat tower topped by four small spires, was so distinctive that 
Unionville was nicknamed “Square-Top." 

The late 1850’s marked a time of great revival meetings at Old Square Top. Strong 
preachers caused sinners to repent amidst cries of “Glory” and “Hallelujah.” There were 
also strange psychological reactions, but not all who attended were sincere. Chaffin notes 
large quantities of dried beans were brought in by scoffers who threw them singly or in 
handfuls at the audience and the preachers. Round bits of steel with blasphemous 
markings were placed in the collection plate. People shouted cat-calls from within and 
without. On one occasion a team was driven so close to the meeting house that it made a 
horrible scraping sound against the wall. On another occasion wood was piled against the 
doors so no one could get out and then the church bell was rung furiously. Some of these 
disturbers were brought before the Justice of the Peace, but little could be done to put 
them in jail. 

The Civil War brought the great revival meetings to an end, but the Methodists 
persevered. After the Civil War the Northwest Bridgewater church united with the 
Unionville Methodists. In 1879 the Unionville congregation joined the North Easton 
Village Methodists, and services were held in Unionville half the year and in North 
Easton half the year. The congregation permanently moved to North Easton in the spring 
of 1885. Old Square Top was torn down shortly after 1900, and the site has long been the 
location of a series of small commercial and industrial enterprises. However, despite the 
loss of the old neighborhood church, Unionville Methodists remained a strong force into 
the middle of the Twentieth Century. 

The uniting of the Unionville Methodists with their North Easton brethren indicates 
the changes taking place in the neighborhood after the Civil War. More and more, 
Unionville became a quiet residential annex to the rich and important North Easton 
neighborhood. North Eastoners even saddled Unionville with another nickname to mark 
the change; they called Unionville “the Dark Corner” because it lacked the modern 
gaslights found in North Easton. 

Still, evidence indicates that the Dark Corner was certainly a spirited place in more 
ways than one. The house at 7 Union Street was once occupied by “Doctor” William 
Webster. Born in Maine in 1832, Webster worked as a shoemaker. Then, in the early 
1870’s he moved to Easton and decided to become a doctor. He claimed to be able to 
diagnose illnesses through clairvoyance and used herbal remedies for cures. In 1877 
Webster was a leader in a spiritualist revival in Unionville which lasted for a few months. 
Several seances were held before the movement died. Perhaps inevitably, neighbors came 
to believe Webster’s house was haunted. This reputation was enhanced when Webster’s 
wife was burned to death when her skirt caught on fire while clearing a field. Research 
done by Karen Hayes, a local history student, reveals this ghost story about the Webster 



house: 
The present residents can remember when they first moved in many years ago 

hearing footsteps on the stairs. Investigation proved it was not his mother-in-law, and 
the noise was attributed to the ghost. The footsteps of the ghost still haunt the house, 
but the inhabitants have grown accustomed to the noise.  

 
Other spirits were also important towards the end of the Nineteenth Century. The 

town was officially “dry” at the time, but the 1899 Town Report noted that the constables 
seized half a barrel of ale in the Unionville woods on August 27. The owners of the barrel 
enjoyed a romp through the woods while avoiding the local constabulary which was no 
mean feat for a group that had consumed half a barrel of ale! 

Despite the rise of North Easton, Unionville added to neighborhood institutions. An 
elementary school had existed in the neighborhood since 1793 when the district erected 
one south of Marshall Lane. John Willis, a teacher in this school, had such a reputation as 
a fierce disciplinarian who ruled with the help “of ferule and horsewhip” that old Oliver 
Ames hired him to tutor his son Oakes who would have rather fished than learn the three 
R’s. In 1822 a new brick school, was built on the east side of Washington Street in the 
hollow south of Union Street. This building was used and paid for by people in both 
Easton and Stoughton. This, of course, is the origin of the name Unionville as mentioned 
earlier. In 1894 the town voted $4,500 for a new elementary school in Unionville. The 
school, now a private business (140 Washington Street), shows beautiful late Victorian 
architectural details. In its time the little school must have been a source of considerable 
neighborhood pride. 

A further sign of a strong neighborhood was the formation of the Grange. A Charter 
was issued to the Easton Grange Corporation by the National Grange on April 1, 1892. 
For the first two years its meetings were held in what was known as "The Band Hall," 
which was situated between 159 and 167 Washington Street. In 1894 the Grange bought 
the lot on the northeast corner of Elm and Washington Streets from D. B. Tinkham with 
$250 Share Certificates sold to members to finance the building. The hall, built by 
George H. DeWitt, cost $1,785.23. The chimney and heater were extra. The original 
heater, installed by E. E. Kelley Plumbing Co. of North Easton, served the Grange for 63 
years! One hundred chairs were bought at 37 1/2 cents each. Although the hall has been 
modernized several times, some of the original one hundred chairs are still in use. As 
with the GAR Hall in Eastondale, the Grange Hall has served a number of community 
functions over the years. For instance, Mabel Porter ran an afternoon Sunday School 
there just after the turn of the century. The Easton Grange # 196 is still very active. 

During the district era of the early Twentieth Century, Unionville established a fire 
district in 1916, but it was never rich enough to support its own fire equipment. The 
neighborhood also organized a water district that purchased water from North Easton. 
The cost of installing the water pipes was high, and the district had to get legislative 
approval in 1923 and 1926 to borrow money to pay for the job. Unionville today boasts 
one of the most modern features of the unified town water system, a water tower erected 
in 1986. 

With the decline of the water powered industries along Dorchester Meadow Brook, 
Unionville had come to rely on agriculture as a way of making a living. Sometime after 
1889 Smith’s General Store opened to provide food and dry goods for the neighborhood 
farms. That same building (181 Washington Street) later became the home of the famous 



McMenamy’s hamburger. In 1895, Washington Street became Easton’s oldest state 
highway. That event would eventually turn Washington Street into a busy thoroughfare 
able to support the varied small businesses there today. Still, commercial agriculture 
lasted longer than one might imagine. The Marshall family cut hay in the neighborhood 
until very recently. Also, Walter Klein opened a greenhouse after the Second World War 
that ultimately became one of the state’s largest wholesale suppliers of gloxinias. Mr. 
Klein retired in the 1980’s. 

One of the oldest of the many businesses in the district is William T. Knapp and Sons 
founded in 1914 on Union Street. Mr. Knapp harvested ice from the pond there and built 
ice houses on its west side. Horse drawn wagons delivered the ice until 1918 when trucks 
began to be used. The company also sold wood for home heating until around 1940, but 
they had begun the switch to home heating oil with the purchase of their first oil truck in 
1931. In 1969 Union Oil Company of Brockton bought the business. Today, the Knapp 
building (76 Union Street) is the home of T & J Glass Company. 

On the east side of Union Street right at the Brockton line is Benson Enterprises, a 
heavy equipment company. Wayne Benson’s home at 91 Union Street, known as the 
Raymond Monk House, has been in his family since it was built in 1776. 

The Twentieth Century also brought two Unionville residents a measure of national 
fame. Bettina and Natalie Hall lived on Union Street before finding success on Broadway 
in the 1930’s. The road to success began with voice lessons from their mother, Mrs. Fred 
Hall, who had been a professional vocalist herself. The girls performed in theatricals in 
Brockton, but their big break came when their singing in the Unity Church choir attracted 
the attention of Mrs. John Ames, Sr. and Mrs. Mary Frothingham. Mrs. Frothingham 
arranged a concert for the girls at her home (now the Town Offices) and invited 
Broadway producer Winthrop Ames. He too was enthralled by their singing. When the 
girls graduated from Oliver Ames High School, the Ames family saw to it that they went 
to New York to study voice with Professor Frank Bibb. They also performed in Ames’ 
revivals of Gilbert and Sullivan. Winthrop Ames tried to promote the girls’ career with 
Deems Taylor, a Broadway composer and critic. When Ames asked Taylor to give the 
girls an audition, Taylor replied “Let them go home to New England, and get married, 
and sing for their husbands.” In 1931 in the teeth of the Depression there were only two 
shows on Broadway. One was Jerome Kern’s “The Cat and the Fiddle” starring Bettina 
Hall, and the other was “Smiling Through” starring Natalie Hall. Further proof of Mr. 
Taylor’s error came later when both Eastonites became members of the American Opera 
Company! 

Residential development in Unionville has followed an interesting pattern. In the later 
Nineteenth Century new homes began to fill up the old farmsteads These new homes like 
the original farmhouses were on Washington and Union Streets. An interesting example 
of this process is the Dickerman farm. The first Dickerman to settle here built the house 
at 91 Washington Street in the late Eighteenth Century and owned a large farm both north 
and south of the house. As the family grew, the sons built new homes around the old 
homestead, but they preserved the land behind the street from development. It was only 
after Easton began its modern population growth in the 1950’s that the homes on Miller 
Road and Dickerman Lane pushed into the old farm land. About the same time 
development along Calvin Road began. This process continues today with the road north 
of Dickerman Lane and in the new development on the old Marshall farm off Marshall 



Lane. In the latter half of this decade new subdivisions are being planned off Union Street. 
Today, as in the past, Unionville remains a dynamic little neighborhood. In the 

Eighteenth and Nineteenth Centuries, its residents were in the forefront of the battle for 
religious freedom in America. In more recent times the neighborhood people have 
successfully maintained an unique neighborhood identity despite the proximity of North 
Easton. Once a mix of agriculture and heavy industry, Unionville seems today to have 
found a way to balance commercial development within a fine residential neighborhood. 

 
 


