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Town

Pelham





Place (neighborhood or village) 
West Pelham

Address 
87 Amherst Road



Historic Name  
Thornton House


Uses:
Present  
Dwelling





Original  
Dwelling




Date of Construction 






Source  






Style/Form  
Greek Revival




Architect/Builder  





Exterior Material:

Foundation  
concrete




Wall/Trim  
wood clapboards



Roof  
asphalt shingle





Outbuildings/Secondary Structures  Second house, 2 outbuildings



Major Alterations (with dates)new foundations
 (1950s); new porch supports ; ell door and window
 removed (post-1890); first floor windows re-aligned (post-1890);second floor windows altered; wing and garage attached.






Condition  






Moved   No  (X)   Yes  (  )  Date  


Acreage  
8.85





Setting  
House faces north at top of steep hill fairly close to the well-traveled road

BUILDING FORM

ARCHITECTURAL DESCRIPTION     SYMBOL 168 \f "Wingdings" see continuation sheet

Describe architectural features.  Evaluate the characteristics of this building in terms of other buildings within the community.

This is an unusual house in plan and elevation.  It is a one-and-a-half story, end-gabled house with a one-and-a-half story, end-gabled kitchen wing attached to its east elevation, followed by a one-story connector and attached garage.  The entry to the main block is located on the gable end of the east elevation having been shifted from the easternmost bay of the street elevation so that is now reached from the wing porch.  While the front-gable-and-wing house form was popular after the mid-19th century, this version of it, the end-gable-and-wing never gained popularity as it was less well-organized on the interior.  Photographed ca. 1900 by the Howes Brothers, fenestration and entries to the house were subsequently altered in an apparent effort to make the house more commodious, and may, indeed have been altered prior to the photograph as well.  Stylistically the house is Greek Revival with the use of “knee high” windows at the attic level, but there are few other direct stylistic expressions.  The house has a center chimney in the main block and an off-set chimney in the kitchen wing. Roofs are asphalt shingled and the house has retained its wood clapboard siding.  During the 1950s, however, stone foundations were replaced with poured concrete.  The garage and connecting “breezeway” were probably added in the 1950s as well.    

HISTORICAL NARRATIVE     SYMBOL 168 \f "Wingdings" see continuation sheet

Discuss the history of the building.  Explain its associations with local (or state) history.  Include uses of the building, and the role(s) the owners/occupants played within the community.

87 Amherst Road was originally part of Lot 59-3 [59th lot in the third division] drawn by Thomas Lowden in 1739. Lowden was a cooper from Leicester. 

87 Amherst Road is located at the top of a steep hill known at one time as “Otis Hill” [for Capt. Isaac Otis, Sr. (1752-1838) of 76 Amherst Road, located at the bottom of the hill] and later as “Thornton Hill” [see below]. Thornton Hill was the scene of a brief fire fight in the wake of the failed attack on the Springfield Armory by insurgents lead by Capt. Daniel Shays [1747-1825] during Shays’ Rebellion [1786-1787]. 

Charles Clapp of Amherst told the story: “At one time, (Jan. 28, 1787) a number of sled-loads of provisions which had been sent for Shays’ army [then encamped on Pelham Hill] with a small escort, stopped at [Clapp’s Tavern in Amherst. Told] government troops were near at hand and in hot pursuit [the sleds started toward Pelham]…[T]he teamsters had reached Thornton hill, from which they caught sight of the coming soldiers. The commander of the ‘supply train’ drew his teams up across the road resolved to do his best to protect his charge. The steepness of the hill proved of great advantage, as he was enabled so to dispose of his men that bayonet showed above bayonet, with apparently a formidable barricade in front. At the same time a number of [Shays’] men appeared on the [North] Valley road; as the troops drew near they caught sight of the formidable array in front and the men on the [North] Valley road; they were sure they were being drawn into an ambuscade. Wheeling their horses they rode back [to East Amherst] at a madder pace even than before. Stopping for rest at the Clapp tavern, they reported that they had been led ‘into the very jaws of hell.’” [“History of Amherst,” pp. 136-137.]

The first Pelham historic record identifiable as referring to 87 Amherst Road is the 1854 Scott and McLearn map of Pelham listing Elisha Sibley Thornton [1815-1899] as residing there. 

Elisha Thornton was a farmer who moved to Pelham from Gill by 1844. He and wife Lovina Aldrich Thornton [1817-1897] eventually had seven children, 4 sons and three daughters, of which Clarence Taylor Thornton [1855-1928] and Frank E. Thornton [1860-1936] were probably born at 87 Amherst Road. There is a family tradition that the Thorntons were descended from Pelham co-founder James Thornton, Sr. [ca. 1684-1754] [whose son, Dr. Matthew Thornton (1714-1803) lived in Pelham for a time and was signer of the Declaration of Independence in 1776 from New Hampshire). However, this genealogical line has not yet been proven. 

Thornton bought 1 acre, 45 rods from Jason Corbit [b. ca. 1804] on October 1, 1855. This appears to be the core of the present 87 Amherst Road lot. No mention of buildings was made on the deed, but presumably Thornton was already living there due to his listing on the 1854 map. [The Thorntons owned 87 Amherst Road for the next 105 years, until 1960.] Elisha Thornton’s 1856 Tax Valuations list “¾ acres and buildings”, and 1 cow. The 1855 Census lists Elisha and Lovina, ages 40 and 38 respectively, along with five children, ages 4 to 12. Thornton purchased 87 Amherst Road with a mortgage to Isaac B. Barrows [1811-1859] that was discharged in 1859.

In 1857, Thornton purchased an adjoining 8 1/3 acre lot from Albert G. Jewett and Vileria A. Jewett. [This may have been the “8 acre Corbit lot” previously owned by Jason Corbit until 1855.]  Together, these two purchases constitute 87 Amherst Road as it is configured today. The first mention of a barn on the property was in 1861.

The 1880 Census listing for 87 Amherst Road is interesting in that it shows the various occupations available for family members in Pelham at a time of both decline in the town’s population and is reliance on agriculture. Elisha is age 62 and continues to be a farmer. Wife Lovina, age 62, keeps house. Sons Smith Sibley Thornton [1848-1928], age 31, is a brick mason; Clarence, age 25, works in the hat shop (probably in Amherst); and Frank, age 20, is a farm laborer, perhaps at home, or working for neighbors. 33 year old daughter Prudence Jane Thornton’s  [1847-1882] occupation is not given, but it is noted that she suffers from “nervous prostration.” Two daughters and one son were deceased by this date. As agriculture decreased in Pelham after the Civil War, Pelham’s sons and daughters increasingly went into the trades or into shops in Amherst, Belchertown, Enfield, or elsewhere.

Elisha Thornton sold 87 Amherst road to son Smith Sibley Thornton in 1878 and continued to live there until he died in 1899. Smith was husband of Ellen Maria Page Thornton [1856-1901]. They had four children, two of whom [Minnie E. Thornton (1881-1950) and Victor Forest Thornton (b. 1884)] were probably born at 87 Amherst Road. Smith lived at 87 Amherst Road until October, 1885 when he bought the Jacob Thayer [b. ca. 1811] farm on Enfield Road. Smith, however, continued to own 87 Amherst Road until 1893 when the house passed to his brother Frank.

About 1900, 87 Amherst Road was subject of a photograph by the Howes Brothers of Ashfield. Annette Morgan [see below] may be the older woman appearing in the photograph with two children.

Frank E. Thornton first appears on the Pelham Tax Valuations in 1893. He owned the 9 acre home farm, 1 house, 1 barn, 1 cow and 20 fowls. Frank never married. He was a long-time employee of the Montague City Fish Rod Factory [22 Amherst Road]. In 1900, Frank had three members of the Morgan family boarding with him: 46-year-old widow Annette Sophia Page Morgan [1854-1937] and two of her children, 14-year-old Joseph Francis Morgan [1886-1959] and 11-year-old Mary Veronica Morgan [Thornton] [1889-1974]. In 1910, Annette was listed as a housekeeper living at 87 Amherst Road with Frank and without any of her children. In 1920, 87 Amherst Road includes Frank and the family of Frank’s nephew Clyde Clarence Thornton [1884-1951] and Annette’s daughter [Clyde’s wife] Mary Veronica Morgan Thornton along with their five children, ages 4 to 12. Clyde was a woodchopper who rented from Frank. In 1930, Clyde, Mary and family were still living with uncle Frank. Both Frank and Clyde were now laborers on the town highways. Mary was a private nurse and daughter Etta Lillian Thornton [Staples] [b. 1910] worked in a bank (probably in Amherst).

Frank died in 1936. The property was in the name of his heirs until 1944 when Mary Veronica Morgan Thornton “by inheritance” became owner. The property consisted of a house, shed, and 2 hen houses. Clyde Thornton died in 1951, Mary died in 1974.

Mary sold the house to Pelham realtor Everett L. Roberts [1911-2002] in 1961. Roberts apparently remodeled the house and added a carport. [The house was relisted at its present 8.85 acre lot size.] Roberts sold 87 Amherst Road to Truman B. Likens, Sr. [1920-1972] and Amy Naomi Robare Likens [1913-2003] in 1963. Truman was a fireman and U.S. Army veteran of World War II. Amy was a beautician and ran the Amity Beauty Shop in Amherst from 1962 until 1981. After the death of her husband in 1972, Amy Likens resided with son Truman B. Likens, Jr. [b. 1950] and daughter Nancy Likens [b. 1957] until her death in 2003. Amy Likens had remodeled the kitchen in 1981. In 2004, 87 Amherst Road included a second house, listed on Tax Valuations as a “restaurant-club erected 1988” [sic], along with 2 sheds, a pool, on 8.5 acres. The property has passed to Amy Likens’s children.
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Statement of Significance by ___Bonnie Parsons________________________________




The criteria that are checked in the above sections must be justified here.

This property contributes to the potential West Pelham Historic District.  The district is significant according to criteria A and C and it has local significance. West Pelham is significant as the site of 18th century settlement at four mill sites, one of which exists today, and for its association with events of  Shays’s Rebellion after the Revolutionary War. 

West Pelham, known during the late 19th and early 20th century as “Pelham City” represents a 19th century agricultural and light industrial village that superceded Pelham Center as the town center due to the long term success of its industry attracting and sustaining workers and to its development in the early 20th century as a suburban area for population spillover from Amherst, long a college town and intellectual center of the region.  A late 19th century resort destination, West Pelham is also important as it retains a building from this era, and from the resort Orient Springs.

The district retains buildings from its 19th century agricultural, resort and industrial past as well as from its early 20th century suburban phase, which continues to the present.  There are fine examples of Federal and Greek Revival farmsteads.  With a Queen Anne store and single and double houses from the Colonial Revival and Craftsman styles - applied to bungalow, cape and Four-square forms - the district’s stylistic range as a home to workers and suburban commuters is exemplary.  

