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The Story of the Groton Inn 
Guest columnist Deborah E. Johnson, found-
ing Editor and Publisher of The Groton
Herald, celebrates the long history of the
Groton Inn, which burned nearly to the
ground in a four-alarm fire of undetermined
origin on the night of August 2nd, 2011.
Drawing on public records, newspaper
accounts, the 1976 application to the
National Register of Historic Places, and
writings of venerable Groton historians pre-
served in the Groton Public Library, Johnson
notes highlights of the story of the Inn from
its earliest beginnings to its sad ending as a
burned-out shell awaiting demolition as a
threat to public safety. 

When the centuries-old Groton Inn suc-
cumbed to fire on a clear dry night in August
this year, the town lost a major tie to its past.
Once there were as many as fourteen, possi-
bly more, taverns and inns serving wayfarers
in the years Groton was a stop on stagecoach
lines running from Boston to Keene, NH, and
eventually farther north to Vermont and then
Canada.  But most have long since disap-
peared. The Groton Inn reached back to
Groton’s earliest days and remained a busi-
ness establishment beyond stagecoach and
railroad days and into the 21st century,
almost without a break. It was listed on the 

National Register of Historic Places in 1976,
the first such designation in Groton.

How old was the Inn really? Does its
history extend back to 1678, as the sign still
standing in from of the burned-out building
claims? Or does the well-documented year
1761 have the better claim?

Early Beginnings of the Groton Inn
The land now associated with the Groton Inn
had been part of the Rev. Samuel Willard’s
property, 14 acres or so on both sides of Main
Street. Willard was an original proprietor of
Groton and the town’s first settled minister
(1664-1676), but Willard left with the other
settlers when the town was burned out in
1676 during King Philip’s War. Records show
that some years later, one John Ames, origi-
nally of Boxford, owned land on Main Street
and in February 1723 or 1724, sold four acres
to Samuel Parker who already owned land
around Half Moon Meadow (lowland
between Gibbet Hill and Main Street). In
1748 Ames sold additional land to Caleb
Trowbridge, Sr.

These two separate transactions raise
questions about when the first building was
constructed at the present site of the Groton
Inn. According to Virginia May in her book
Groton Houses, “If the Inn site was on 

Groton Inn around the turn of the twentieth
century.
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We need to make copies of photographs of the people,
places and events that tell our story but may be gone
tomorrow.

Where are those scrapbooks, photo albums, clip-
pings, and ephemeral materials that document town events
and might remind us what the Farmers and Mechanics
Club and their Fairgrounds meant to our parents? Where
are the images of farm crops, barns, and livestock that cel-
ebrate our agricultural past? The town’s Historical
Commission has funded and carried out archaeological,
agricultural, and building surveys of our community, and
in each case they have had to scour for information and
pictures.           

So let’s not allow another historic witness like the
Groton Inn fall without doing what we can to preserve its
value and meaning to the context of our town. Change is
inevitable, but documenting the buildings and people
around us can put change in perspective and help future
generations understand what we had the privilege of call-
ing our own.

I can’t think of a time in recent memory when our pic-
ture-perfect Main Street view of our quintessential New
England town has been in greater jeopardy. The loss of
the Groton Inn in the devastating fire on August 2nd will
alter the perception of welcome and well-being the Inn
provided to centuries of passing travelers as well as those
of us who live here. We are left wondering what the loss
of this beloved, old white two-story building with blue
doors, long inviting porch, and a signboard dated 1678
really means to our town.

Since the recent fire, people are asking about the
Inn’s history, its owners, its famous patrons, its place in
the folklore of the town and—most of all--what will hap-
pen to this historic structure. The Groton Historical
Society will, of course, continue to provide information
on its history and perhaps be a refuge for salvaged ele-
ments of its structure. But the future of the Inn is between
the Inn’s owner and the town’s Historical Commission
and Historic Districts Commission. The loss of the Inn
reminds us of how vulnerable our old buildings and his-
toric landscapes are and how much our community is
hurt when they disappear.  

Such calamities often point up another real fact,
which is how little we know about some of the buildings,
places, and people we often take for granted, assuming
they will always be around. The Groton Inn has stood
here for nearly three hundred years watching our town
grow and evolve into the place it is today, a town of well-
educated, bright and caring citizens. It has been a witness
to our past, one that now needs our help so as not to
become a forgotten memory of another time.

Gathering Memories
We as a town need to think about how we go about docu-
menting everyday life in Groton.  In recent years we have
watched buildings change use, houses moved and rebuilt,
new signs put on streets, brooks, and fields with few of
us remembering where the names originated or who those
people were. We see obituary notices each week of fellow
citizens with incredible personal histories, their stories
only appearing at their death, when we learn that they
fought for our country, saved lives, operated businesses

that shaped our economy.  
The Groton Historical

Society was created to collect,
save and provide a place to
preserve information and
objects about our town. To do
that we need the help of peo-
ple who can take the time to
document these resources,
whether seniors with stories
to tell or businesses looking to
find a home for their records. 

John H. Ott
President, GHS
October 2011

Groton Historical Society  * 172 Main Street * PO Box 202 * Groton, MA 01450
(978) 448-0092 * info@grotonhistoricalsociety.org

www.grotonhistoricalsociety.org 
Please call or email to make an appointment
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Parker’s purchase from Ames, he could have put up a
building there after 1724 but not before. If it was on Ames-
Trowbridge property, nothing went up until at least 1748.”
What can be established is that in 1761 the Rev. Samuel
Dana, minister of the church in Groton from 1761 to 1775,
built a house on the site of the Groton Inn, possibly around
a preexisting half-house (which may have been used as an
inn) built by Parker between 1724 and 1748.Thus the asso-
ciation of the year 1761 with the Groton Inn.  

Dana, a Tory sympathizer, was ejected from the
church pulpit by his congregants in May 1775 and moved
away from his Main St. house. Six years later, near the end
of the Revolutionary War, Jonathan Keep, a blacksmith
from Westford, purchased this house to open Keep’s
Tavern. Virginia May says, “It is Keep who is considered
the first landlord of the old Inn which has continued as an
inn since [Keep] took over.”  

Meanwhile, in 1754-1755, prior to Keep’s pur-
chase, the town replaced its third meetinghouse with the
fourth (and present) meetinghouse, now First Parish
Church, on the same site across the street from the Inn. To
make room for the new structure, the third meetinghouse
was moved to a nearby field where it served as a barn for
the next 40 years.

Jonathan Keep sold the Inn to his son-in-law Isaiah
Hall in 1794, and in that year the former third meeting-
house was moved from its field and attached to the existing
inn building. After renovations Isaiah along with his broth-
er Joseph became landlords and changed the name to Hall’s
Tavern. The application to the National Register of Historic

Places states, “Architectural evidence of this origin (the
third meetinghouse) is found in the remains of the high pul-
pit and in the irregular fenestration along the sides of the
building, reflecting the custom of the pew-owners’ installa-
tion of their own ventilation.”

Legacy of the Richardson Tavern
In 1678 Gershom Hobart, second minister to the town
(1678-1704), built a small house approximately where the
former Baptist Church stands today (Paul Matisse’s studio
and home on the corner of Main Street and Legion Road).
In 1704 part of Hobart’s land became the town’s first ceme-
tery (the Old Burying Ground). The remaining land and
house changed hands repeatedly over the next hundred
years, finally coming under Jephthah Richardson’s owner-
ship. Jephthah put a second-story ballroom with a vaulted
ceiling on his little house as part of the renovations he
made to create Richardson Tavern, which he ran until 1806.  

Several other innkeepers followed him, but by
1833 competition from two other inns on Main Street--
Dearborn Emerson’s new tavern (on the site of Groton
Market on Main Street) and Jonathan Keep’s Inn (later
Groton Inn)--Richardson Tavern went out of business.
According to Charles Ruckstuhl in Forgotten Tales of
Groton 1676-1941 and his source, Isabel Beal, in 1840 the
Richardson building was cut up and the ballroom portion
moved down Main Street to become the northern section of
the Groton Inn. Thus the association of the year 1678 with
the Groton Inn. 

continued on page 4

Library Display Honors Groton Inn

was a student at Groton School.
Innkeeper Nelson Hoar’s photograph is in the

exhibit, along with his well-used frog stamp and several
19th-century postcards. We hope the display whets your
appetite for more information about our stately Inn and its
prominence in our town. -- B. S.

Leather-bound registers sitting on antique bookshelves in
the office of the Groton Historical Society suddenly had a
major significance after the destructive fire on August 2,
2011, engulfed the Groton Inn. Two of these old books,
which contain pages of signatures of travelers who stopped
to eat or sleep at the Inn over the last few hundred years,
have been brought to the Groton Public library to highlight
some of the artifacts and history of the Inn in an exhibit
currently on display on the top floor of the library just
inside the front entrance (see photo).

The two registers in the case cover two separate
time periods: the larger book, the earliest one in the GHS
collection, dates from 1857 and reveals some creativity in
how the pages were used to record visitors and events. The
newer book, from 1921, features the signatures of Mrs.
James Roosevelt and her granddaughter Anna, FDR’s
mother and oldest daughter, who might possibly have been 
visiting James, the eldest son of the future president who 



Virginia May says that in 1840, “the main part of
the Richardson tavern was moved down the Main Street
and added to the north end of the Inn.” The 1976 applica-
tion to the National Register of Historic Places says,
“Evidence pointing to the seventeenth-century origins can
be found in the vaulted inn ballroom ceiling and structural
details in the attic.”  However, this “evidence” is for a
well-documented, late-eighteenth-century addition (the
ballroom), so it is difficult to be certain that any part of the
1678 Hobart house actually made the move to the inn site. 

There is agreement, however, that the last major
addition to the Groton Inn came in 1840 when a large room
(perhaps the Richardson Tavern ballroom) was attached to
the north side and six dormer windows and a porch running
the length of the front were added to the Main Street
façade. The porch roof was held up by mahogany pillars
salvaged from First Parish Church which, in 1839, had
undergone extensive renovations including removal of a
gallery in the sanctuary held up by these pillars and a reori-
entation of the entire building so it faced the common
rather than Lowell Road. An enormous roof covering what
was by then at least three disparate buildings—the original
Dana house, the outgrown third meetinghouse, and the
Richardson ballroom--united the whole and gave the Inn
the appearance that it maintained until it was destroyed by
fire 170 years later.

Nineteenth-Century Doings at the Inn
In 1805 Isaac Child arrived on the scene and bought into
the business which once again was renamed, this time Hall
& Child’s Inn. By state statute a Probate Court was held in
Groton at the Inn on specified dates beginning in 1813 and
continued to be held at the Inn until 1866 when the court
was moved to Cambridge. St. Paul’s Lodge of Masons held
its initial installation of new members August 9, 1797, at
the Inn and continued to meet there until 1847. The Groton
Fire Club began holding their meetings at the Inn Feb. 5,
1816, after the private home where they had been meeting
was burned. The meeting place remained the same until
1871 although the name of the Inn continued to change.

Back in 1825 Joseph Nelson Hoar bought the prop-
erty and ran it for most of the next fifteen years with the
exception of 1836-1837 when brothers-in-law Moses Gill
and Henry Lawrence rented the property and ran the Inn.
During Hoar’s tenure Selectmen held their monthly meet-
ings at the Inn for four months of the year, using two other
inns for meeting places for the other eight months.
Stagecoach business was in its prime back then. A Way bill
dated April 13, 1842, recording fares from Keene to Groton 

and Boston shows that cost of travel from Boston to
Groton was $1.25 each way. 

The stagecoach trade suffered a decline around
1848, when the railroad came to Groton, although the rail-
road brought new business to town. The Inn became head-
quarters for Railroad Board meetings and Probate Court.
Again ownership changed. James Minot Colburn, a baker,
managed the inn for one year until J. Nelson Hoar, son of
earlier owner Joseph Hoar, bought the business. Nelson and
later his youngest three daughters, Lilla, Eliza, and Eva,
carried the business into the 20th century. The Hoars called
the Inn Central House but the name “Groton Inn,” first
coined by the Nashua Daily Press in 1896, became popu-
lar. For most of the next hundred years the name stuck.
Prior to 1897 when town water became available, the
Hoars built an open water-collecting tank on top of the Inn
which provided running water to the rooms below. The Inn
during this time was painted a dark brown or red and was
covered with climbing vines. The sisters were known for
their hospitality toward their overnight and dining guests
and performed most of the serving themselves. 

By this time the Inn was the only hotel remaining
in Groton. A Mrs. Scott of Boston purchased the Inn from
the sisters in 1901. She herself did not run the business but
did sell it to Groton native Charles H. Dodge in 1906.
Dodge was the carpenter who had built Groton Public
Library in 1892, the Groton Water Company’s pumping
station at Baddacook Pond in 1897, and in 1904 the stone
wall and lodge house on Main St. that was supposed to
lead up to General Bancroft’s dream castle on Gibbet Hill.

During Dodge’s years as innkeeper, he made some
minor changes to the interior but the most obvious change
was to the exterior. He added to the rear of the building and
enclosed the side porch which came to be known as Dodge
Porch. The application to the National Register of Historic
Places says of the porch: “On the gable end of the Main St.
section is a one-story enclosed porch . . . with a flat roof
and windows with fifteen lights arranged in groups of
four.” In 1914, in a nod to automobile traffic, Dodge
moved the horse barn to the rear of the property and built
the garage that is now referred to as The Carriage House.
Dodge died in 1921 and his daughter together with her
niece and husband Helen and Dana Sherlaw took over
management of the Inn. 

Twentieth-Century Owners
During the Sherlaws’ tenure the Inn was closed in winter
months of 1932-1933 and again in 1933-1934. Prior to
Miss Dodge’s death in 1939, the Sherlaws sold the Inn to

4
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Michael Sheedy with Harold Marriott (no relation to the
Marriott chain of hotels) managing the business. Virginia
May tells us: “Mr. Marriott was landlord until 1954 (he had
bought the business from Sheedy in the late 1940s), main-
taining high standards, providing excellent meals and intro-
ducing liquor to the establishment.” Marriott’s son-in-law
managed the business for him from 1947 until 1955, about
six months after Sheedy had sold the Inn to Joseph Gabriel
Baum.

During the Sheedy/Baum years many additional
changes were made to the interior of the Inn.  In 1957 a
pool was added and the former barn was converted into a
club house for the pool. Mr. Baum died in 1960 and the
Bear Hill Industrial Development Trust, which held the
mortgage, took over the Inn under three managers Robert
Frazer (1960-62), Ossie Land, and Robert Stukenberg. The
Inn closed in July 1966 and was not reopened until
September 1969 by its new owners, Robert and Pat Frazer,
who raised their combined family of twelve children there.
The Inn closed again seven years later despite the Frazers’
attempts to keep it open after Groton’s Board of Health
ruled May 1, 1974, that the Inn’s septic system was not
adequate for its use. 

In May 1976, the Bicentennial year, in the hope
that such designation would help the Frazers keep the Inn
open, application to the National Register of Historic
Places was made on behalf of the Inn. The form was pre-
pared by Judy D. Dobbs, National Register Editor, and
Groton residents Georgess McHargue and architect
Anthony Hars. Pat Frazer provided much of the historical
record, and McHargue compiled and wrote the contents
including taking photographs of the Inn and outbuildings.
The Frazers had refinanced with two mortgages at high
interest rates in an attempt to cover the cost of a new septic
system but were unable to keep up monthly payments.
They lost the Inn, and it was auctioned off to Monument 

Federal Savings and Loan Association of Leominster, hold-
er of the first mortgage, for a bid of $133,000, on July 22,
1976. The National Register designation arrived a few
weeks later.

George Pergantis, a contractor from Lowell, pur-
chased the Inn from the bank in 1977 for $149,000 and
reopened it in early 1980 after extensive renovations.
While he worked on the main building, he used the old
garage as a public dining room and rented out the apart-
ments in the two rear buildings. He eventually renamed his
hostlery the Stagecoach Inn and painted his sign to read “
CIRCA 1678.” Others tried over the years to purchase the
business from him, but Pergantis has kept ownership.
Though its date of origin is obscure, the date of its final
closing is not in doubt. The Inn is under order of demoli-
tion issued to Pergantis on August 22nd by Groton
Building Inspector Milton Kinney. With Pergantis’s bless-
ing, the remains of the building have been surveyed by pro-
fessional historians and preservationists with an eye to sal-
vaging any historical treasures to keep alive memories of
the Groton Inn.

Ô

Groton Inn after the fire, prior to demolition. 
Photo by C. David Gordon.

Groton Inn cont inued f rom page 4

Love at the Beach
A Courtship in Letters

Nancy Wiewel Jandro is transcribing letters written by her grandparents Winthrop (from Groton) and Louise (from
Ellsworth, ME) during their long-distance courtship in the 1920s. She has begun posting them on her blog site
http://loveatthebeachletters.wordpress.com and invites you to visit the site and read the whole story as it unfolds. There
are frequent references to the Groton Inn and other places in town back then. It’s a charming bit of Groton history from
90 years ago.

Ô

Check This  Out  Onl ine!
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Alvin B. Collins, chair of the Groton Historical

Commission, was consultant to the GHS on its successful
effort to acquire a CPA grant for essential repairs to
Boutwell House [see Then and Now, April and July issues].
He has agreed to serve as Project Manager for the
Boutwell House Rehabilitation Project. In the first of regu-
lar updates on this work, Collins describes how such a
project gets underway.

This proud house that stands on Main Street across from
Town Hall is so well constructed that it will certainly out-
live all of us. Certain components of every structure even-
tually need replacement, but from what I’ve discovered at
Boutwell, these components today are limited to some roof
repairs and plumbing and electrical upgrades. The bones of
the house are as strong as they were when the building was
masterfully constructed back in 1851 for George Boutwell.

In starting the rehabilitation project, I’ve been
spending time organizing administrative matters, reviewing
the proposed work, drafting boilerplate RFP [request for
proposal] language, and creating all of the safety plans
mandated by law. Over the past couple of weeks, I’ve
walked, crawled and climbed through most of Boutwell
House as well as the carriage house to document the pro-
posed work in more detail so that RFPs for all of the work
can be drafted. 

Preparing for Bids, Storing the Collection
The original description of proposed work used to secure
CPA funds needs a bit more detail added in order to solicit
solid bids for each aspect of the project, and I would expect
to have much of this detail work completed by the begin-
ning of September so the bid process can begin. Dan
Barton [Groton architect and chair of the Groton Historic
Districts Commission] has agreed to help in the floor plan
drawings and Architectural Access Board variance process
that will allow us to circumvent some ADA access require-
ments dictated by the building code. Our project will
include creating house access and adding an accessible
bathroom for physically challenged people.

John Ott and I will work together to create a proj-

ect plan as to where, when, and how the Society’s collec-
tions can be stored, secured, and protected. Most of the
work within the house will be limited to the rear portions
of the house, so it may make sense to fill the front rooms 
of the house with collections and then secure the storage
area doorways with temporary structures that will ensure
protection and eliminate dust infiltration. This will happen
before any work can take place, since once work com-
mences there will be areas of the house that will be off lim-
its to anyone not properly qualified to be in the work zone.

Roof, Pipes and Wires, Other Stuff
Quick overviews of work details I’ve noted to date include
an inspection of the roof on both the main house and the
carriage house. The carriage house will need just the rear
roof and the cupola roof stripped, sheathing repaired and
re-roofed, while the main house needs attention throughout
to repair shingles where roofing nails have worked their
way loose piercing the shingles. The roof access hatch
needs attention to ensure it maintains a tight seal to the ele-
ments above and that it will stay secured in  high winds. 

The plumbing copper pipes as well as all of the
cast iron waste pipes have to be replaced since the copper
fittings are starting to leak and the cast iron has rotted from
the inside compromising the pipe wall thickness and creat-
ing small leaks here and there. Electricity will need upgrad-
ing to include a new additional electric panel, possibly new
underground main service wires, and the addition of outlets
and lighting as the needs determine. Insulation will be
added to the attic, windows will be tightened up, and an
effort will be made to repoint the foundation as much as
possible to eliminate both air and critter infiltration.
Exterior regrading against the foundation will help water
runoff flow away from the house rather than into the base-
ment as it currently does. This will keep some of the base-
ment dampness at bay. 

Once the detailing work is done, the project can
progress to the next phase of securing bids, starting the
work, and looking to the future of Boutwell House.

Ô

Repairing Boutwell House--Step 1: Plan of Work

D i d  Y o u  K n o w . . . . . . . .
. . . that German prisoners of war once picked apples in Groton orchards? During WWII, several thousand German and
Italian POWs were held at Fort Devens and were conscripted to help ease the labor shortage in our area by working on
local farms and orchards. They worked alongside local men and boys such as Leroy [“Roy”] Johnson who, as a teenag-
er, was an apple picker at Priest Orchard. Roy tells how Don Priest put a stop to some POWs deliberately bruising the
apples. Don handed out candy and other tasty snacks that the hungry Germans would never get as rations at the Fort.
Don’s clear message was to handle the apples with care and reap a sweet reward. It worked! --E.S.

Then and Now October 2011
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Board of Directors 2010-2011

John H. Ott, President
C. David Gordon, Vice President
Mike Flynn, Treasurer
Liz Strachan, Clerk
Bobbie Spiegelman, Curator

Peter Benedict, At Large
Tom Callahan, Programs
Bonnie Carter, At Large
Anna Eliot, Nominating & Development
Kristin S. Kramer, Buildings & Grounds
Harris McWade, Membership 
Lili Ott, At Large
Michael Roberts, At Large

Staff: Kara Fossey, Administrative Assistant

Membership Form

Annual Member-individual or family      $35

Additional Tax-Deductible Contribution $______

Sustaining Member $1,000

Corporate Sponsor $250

GHS Sponsor $75

Name: _______________________________
Address: _____________________________

_____________________________
Phone: _______________________________
Email: _______________________________

Groton Farms Al ive  and Wel l

This year’s summer program – an evening bus ride on July
12 to two working farms in town followed by a pause for
refreshments at a barn on a former farm – paid tribute to
Groton’s continuing heritage of farming. First stop was the
old Phineas Dunsmore farm on Maple Avenue. Although
farm operator Chris Shattuck was busy haying, the
Society’s Program Chairman Tom Callahan filled his 30
listeners with information about the history of this farm.
All admired the three-story Victorian horse barn and the
setting of farm buildings in spacious open fields.

Then we were taken to the compact farming opera-
tion of David Luther, owner of the old Benjamin Moors
House and farm on Farmers Row. After noting the perfect
gem of a house, we walked back of it to marvel at a
panorama of row upon row of vegetables of all types, all in
abundant growth, along the back of the property. Close by
were a few cows, pigs, and chickens in a rolling hen house
(see photo). From his gardens Luther maintains a CSA
fresh-food-providing service to eight families.

The last stop was for the promised refreshments.
We settled in the barn at the old Job Shattuck House on
Longley Road, now owned by Dick Csaplar, to enjoy
Callahan’s traditional summer treat of strawberry shortcake

topped with homemade vanilla ice cream. On the way
there, Callahan had the bus stop on Nod Road to point out
the southern reaches of Shattuck’s original 500-acre farm,
which once extended all the way to the Nashua River. 

According to a recent survey by Oakfield
Research of Concord, there are 66 private farms and five
civic or nonprofit farming operations in Groton.
Agriculture is indeed alive and well here in town.

Ô

C. David Gordon, GHS Vice President

Then and Now October 2011
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O c t o b e r  4 , 1 1 , 1 8 :  H i s t o r i c  G r o t o n  H o u s e s

O c t o b e r  1 6 :  A  W a l k  i n  t h e  W o o d s

O c t o b e r  3 0 :  A n n u a l  M e e t i n g

The Groton Historical Society’s Annual Meeting will be held on
Sunday, October 30th at 2:00 PM at Legion Hall. Please join us
to hear the proposed slate of officers for 2011-2012 and a presen-
tation of the newly developed Long Range Plan which will guide
the society in the coming years. 
All are welcome!

Join us for an archaeological/historical exploration of the Nate Nutting mill site.
Talks by Judy Adams and others about Nate Nutting and the history of small agricultural mills.
Wear comfortable clothing as there will be walking involved. 
Please park and meet at the field across from 207 Indian Hill Road at 2:00 PM
Free and Open to the public. Refreshments to follow. Please call 978-448-0092 for more information.
Thanks to the Groton Commissioners of Trust Funds.

A three-part series on Groton houses: architecture, relocation, and restoration.
Please visit www.gpl.org or call 978-448-1167 for more information.
Tuesdays from 7:00-8:30 PM, Sibley Hall, Groton Public Library


