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ADMINISTRATIVE INFORMATION 
 

PROVENANCE 
Acquired with the purchase of the Colonel John Ashley House from the Col. Ashley House, Inc., 1972. 

OWNERSHIP & LITERARY RIGHTS 
The Col. Ashley House, Inc. Archive is the physical property of The Trustees of Reservations. Literary 
rights, including copyright, belong to the authors or their legal heirs and assigns. 

CITE AS 
Col. Ashley House, Inc. Archive. The Trustees of Reservations, Archives & Research Center. 

CONDITIONS GOVERNING ACCESS 
This collection is open for research. Some items may be restricted. 

HISTORY OF COL. ASHLEY HOUSE, INC. 
Col. John Ashley (1709-1802) was one of Sheffield’s first settlers and served in various local and state 
positions, including judge of the county court. After marrying Hannah Hogeboom, he built what is now 
known as the Col. Ashley House in 1735. Ashley was involved in the drafting of the Sheffield Declaration 
of 1773, which made a statement against British tyranny and for individual rights. In 1781, two enslaved 
people successfully sued Ashley for their freedom. A jury agreed that under the Massachusetts 
Constitution, Bett and Brom were born free and so could not legally be owned by another person. 
Following the trial, Bett changed her name to Elizabeth Freeman and took a paid job in the home of 
Theodore Sedgwick, the attorney who had represented her. In 2022, a statue was unveiled in Sheffield 
honoring the life and legacy of Elizabeth Freeman.  

Col. John Ashley’s home was purchased by Harry and Mary Brigham in 1929; Mr. Brigham was the great-
great grandson of Col. John Ashley. In 1930, the Brighams moved the house from its original location to 
Cooper Hill Road, where it sits today. They built an extension onto the back of the house and undertook 
extensive restoration work on the original structure. Harry Brigham died in 1941 and in 1945, Mary sold 
the property to Edward and Beulah Brewer. Edward had lived in the house during his childhood and was 
pleased to see that the Brighams had retained the historic elements.1 As its new owners, the Brewers 
began offering tours of their home and in 1958 a group of local residents met to discuss the logistics of 
establishing an organization or society for the Ashley House.  

On March 17, 1959, Col John Ashley House, Inc. became a recognized non-profit corporation, officially 
shortening its name to Col. Ashley House, Inc. in September. The first elected President of the 
organization was Willard C. French, librarian of the Bushnell-Sage Library in Sheffield from 1929 to 1973. 

http://www.thetrustees.org/
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Other officers elected at the first meeting were Gelaston Hardy as Vice President, Richard S. Combes as 
Treasurer, and Margaret Beattie as Secretary.  

The bulk of 1959 and 1960 were spent raising awareness and soliciting funds in order to purchase the 
property from Edward Brewer. On November 1, 1960, a loan of $25,000 was procured and used to 
purchase the house and the organization was able to open the Ashley House as a historic museum. 
However, the loan stipulated full repayment within five years, so Col. Ashley House, Inc. spent much of 
its time fundraising in addition to operating a museum. Despite these efforts, the financial challenges 
remained steep; the organization approached The Trustees of Reservations several times to ask if it 
would consider acquiring Ashley House. In 1972, the property was sold to The Trustees. Although Col. 
Ashley House, Inc. was dissolved as part of the sale, Willard C. French and Gelaston Hardy remained 
actively involved with the site for years after.

Officers of Col. Ashley House, Inc. 
President 
Willard C. French, 1959-1970 

William P. Clark, 1970-1972 

Vice President 
Gelaston Hardy, 1959-1960 

Earle Gilligan, 1960-1966 

Jesse T. O’Hara, 1966-1972 

Treasurer 
Richard S. Combes, 1959-1961 

J. Wesley Warren, 1961-1972 

Secretary 
Margaret Beattie, 1959 

Michael Rose, 1959-1960 

Donald S. Kelsey, 1960-1970 

Jinny Moskowitz, 1971 

Willard C. French, 1971-1972 

 

 

 

 

 

Directors of Col. Ashley House, Inc. 
Willard C. French, 1959-1972 

Gelaston Hardy, 1959-1972 

Sidney Q. Curtiss, 1959-1972 

Earle Gilligan, 1959-1972 

J. Wesley Warren, 1959-1972 

Angus R. MacDonald, 1959-1965 

Howard L. Bessette, 1959-1962 

Walter G. Abriel, 1959-1960 

Richard S. Combes, 1960-1972 

Lawrence K. Miller, 1960-1972 

Rodney W. Williams, 1960-1972 

Donald S. Kelsey, 1960-1970 

Edward Salling, 1960-1962 

Ruth R. Berridge, 1962-1972 

William P. Clark, 1962-1972 

Malcolm B. Miller, 1962-1965 

Howard T. Bain, 1963-1972 

Jesse T. O’Hara, 1963-1972 

Donald B. Miller, 1965-1972 

Lucille Howard, 1966-1967 

Kenneth H. Ward, 1968-1972
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SCOPE & CONTENT 
The Col. Ashley House, Inc. Archive documents the proceedings of the Col. Ashley House, Inc. 
organization as well as its efforts to acquire and then maintain the Ashley House on Cooper Hill Road in 
Sheffield. The collection contains correspondence, administrative and legal papers, newspaper clippings, 
magazines, pamphlets, and photographs, spanning the years 1930 to 1972. The bulk of the materials are 
from 1959 to 1972 and concern the organization’s attempts to garner financial support, both locally and 
regionally.  

The collection is organized into four series: Correspondence, Administrative Documents, Printed Media, 
and Photographs. 

Series I, Correspondence, contains letters, notecards and postcards to and from the officers and 
directors of Col. Ashley House, Inc. Most of the correspondence is to or from William C. French and 
Gelaston Hardy and relates to the organization’s efforts to acquire and operate the Ashley House property. 
The series includes correspondence with Loring Conant, longtime Board member of The Trustees of 
Reservations; correspondence with Harold W. Felton, author of Mumbet: the Story of Elizabeth Freeman; 
and correspondence with other institutions regarding the loan of Ashley House objects. 

Letters expressly written as a means of making donations can be found in Series II, Administrative 
Documents, within the first subseries, Corporate Affairs, in the folder Donations and Fundraising. 

Series II, Administrative Documents, is organized into two subseries: Corporate Affairs; and Col. Ashley 
& House. The first subseries, Corporate Affairs, contains administrative records of Col. Ashley House, Inc., 
such as the by-laws, meeting minutes, member lists, and legal documents.  

The second subseries, Col. Ashley & House, contains information gathered regarding Colonel John Ashley 
and the house. This includes several inventories of items in the house, which were used to determine what 
could be sold to raise funds. The subseries also includes three letters written prior to the formation of Col. 
Ashley House, Inc. that demonstrate the greater interest in the site and its history. 

Series III, Printed Media, contains newspaper clippings, magazines and informational pamphlets 
regarding Col. Ashley; the Ashley House and past owners; Col. Ashley House, Inc.; and, more generally, 
historic preservation as well as the Berkshires region of Massachusetts. Included in this series is a 
transcript of a local radio program that Willard C. French and Gelaston Hardy went on in 1959 to raise 
support.  

Series IV, Photographs, contains photographs of the exterior and interior of the Ashley House taken by 
various photographers. The largest set of images was taken in 1959 by William Tague of The Berkshire 
Eagle.  

http://www.thetrustees.org/
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Series I. Correspondence 
0.25” (2 boxes||8 folders) 
Dates: 1958-1972 

Series I, Correspondence, is arranged chronologically. 

 
1 1 General Correspondence 1958-1959 Apr 

 
1 2 General Correspondence 1959 May-Dec 

 
1 3 General Correspondence 1960 

 
1 4 General Correspondence 1961 

 
1 5 General Correspondence 1962-1964 

 
1 6 General Correspondence 1965-1967 

 
1 7 General Correspondence 1968-1969 

 
2 1 General Correspondence 1970-1972 

 

Series II. Administrative Documents 
0.50” (1 box||15 folders||1 broadside) 
Dates: 1959-1972 

Series II, Administrative Documents, is organized into two subseries: Corporate Affairs and Col. Ashley & 
House. Both subseries are arranged alphabetically by subject. 

 
  CORPORATE AFFAIRS 

2 2 By-laws 1959, 1969 

 
2 3 Corporate stationery [1959-196-] 

 
2 4 Donations and fundraising 1959-1971 

 
2 5 General notes and papers 1959-1972, undated 
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CORPORATE AFFAIRS 

2 6 Legal documents 1959-1969 

 
2 7 Meeting agendas, minutes, and reports 1959 

 
   Presentation ai d      1959 Jan 21 

    Stored in: General Oversized Historical, Box 1 

 
2 8 Meeting agendas, minutes, and reports 1960-1964 

 
2 9 Meeting agendas, minutes, and reports 1965-1972 

 
2 10 Membership lists 1961-1971 

 
2 11 Press releases 1959-1967 

 
  COL. ASHLEY & HOUSE   

2 12 Col. Ashley House guest book 1961-1964 

 
2 13 Col. Ashley House guest book 1964-1967 

 
2 14 Community interest and engagement 1933-1955 

 
2 15 Information on Col. John Ashley undated 

 
2 16 Inventories of Col. Ashley House 1959-1965 
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Series III. Printed Media 
0.25” (1 box||8 folders) 
Dates: 1930-1969 

Series III, Printed Media, is organized alphabetically. 

 
3 1 Assorted clippings, Col. Ashley House 1933-1964, undated 

 
3 2 Assorted clippings, local interest 1930-1965, undated 

 
3 3 Pamphlets, Col. Ashley House and Berkshires 1959-1967, undated 

 
3 4 Pamphlets, outside organizations 1954-1966, undated 

 
3 5 Scrapbook 1924-1956 

 
3 6 Scrapbook 1958-1959 

 
3 7 Scrapbook 1960-1965 

 
3 8 Scrapbook 1959, 1967-1969 

 

Series IV. Photographs 
0.25” (1 box||11 folders) 
Dates: 1959-1967 

Series IV, Photographs, is arranged chronologically, with undated material at the end of the series.  

 

3 9 Women and man in costume at the Col. Ashley House 1959 
  open house. “Please Credit Jay Studios” 

 
3 10 Back of house 1959 

 
3 10 Edward Brewer outside back of house 1959 

 
3 11 Edward Brewer outside house. “William Tague, 1959 
  Berkshire Eagle, Pittsfield, Mass.” 
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  PHOTOGRAPHS 

3 11 Edward Brewer, by “William Tague, Berkshire 1959 
  Eagle, Pittsfield, Mass.” 

 
3 11 Back door of house. “William Tague, Berkshire 1959 
  Eagle, Pittsfield, Mass.” 

 
3 11 Windowpane exterior. “William Tague, Berkshire 1959 
  Eagle, Pittsfield, Mass.” 

 
3 11 Door latch exterior 1959 

   
3 11 Second floor window exterior. “William Tague, 1959 
  Berkshire Eagle, Pittsfield, Mass.” 

 
3 11 Edward Brewer at open front door. “William 1959 
  Tague, Berkshire Eagle, Pittsfield, Mass.” 

  
3 11 Edward Brewer opening front door. “William 1959 
  Tague, Berkshire Eagle, Pittsfield, Mass.” (4 prints) 

 
3 11 Interior, pottery. “William Tague, Berkshire Eagle, 1959 
  Pittsfield, Mass.” 

 
3 11 Interior, pottery. “William Tague, Berkshire Eagle, 1959 
  Pittsfield, Mass.” 

 
3 11 Interior, kitchen utensils. “William Tague,  1959 
  Berkshire Eagle, Pittsfield, Mass.” 

 
3 12 Front of house, at distance [pre-1964] 

  
3 12 Front of house [pre-1964] 

 
3 12 Side door [pre-1964] 

 
3 12 Back of house [pre-1964] 
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  PHOTOGRAPHS 

3 12 Back of house with porch [pre-1964] 

 
3 13 Mike Anderson standing in herb garden. Betty 1964 Aug 
  Anderson, photographer  

 
3 13 Mike Anderson watering herb garden. Betty 1964 Aug 
  Anderson, photographer  

 
3 14 Woman at back of house. “Berk. Week, Lipsky” 1966 

 
3 14 Woman exiting front door. “Berk. Week, Lipsky” 1966 

 
3 14 Woman at side fence. “Berk. Week, Lipsky” 1966 

 
3 15 Open front door. “Taken by Alice Hurlburt” 1967 

 
3 15 Willard French opening front door. “Taken by 1967 
  Alice Hurlburt” 

 
3 16 Front of house from road [196-] 

 
3 17 Open front door. “Photographs by George B.  [196-] 
  Hardenbergh, Photographer, Canaan Connecticut” 

 
3 17 Closed front door [196-] 

 
3 17 “Funeral Door” [196-] 

 
3 17 Interior, front staircase [196-] 

 
3 17 Interior, fireplace with white mantle [196-] 

 
3 17 Interior, fireplace with wood mantle [196-] 
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  PHOTOGRAPHS 

3 17 Interior, fireplace in second floor study [196-] 

 
3 17 Interior, paneling in second floor study [196-] 

 
3 17 Interior, fireplace with adjacent cabinet [196-] 

 
3 18 Exterior, front and side of house. “Photograph by [196-] 
  Walter H. Scott, Stockbridge, Massachusetts 
  01262” 

 
3 19 Snowy creek, house visible through branches [196-] 

 
3 19 Snowy creek, house in distance [196-] 

 
3 19 Snowy creek, house in distance (dimmer) [196-] 

 
3 19 Snowy creek [196-] 

 
3 19 Snowy creek, fence in distance [196-] 

 
3 19 Snowy creek, away from house [196-] 

 
3 19 Snowy creek, stone wall in distance [196-] 

 

OVERSIZED MATERIAL 

1 broadside folder in General OS Historical Box 1 

 

  OVERSIZE MATERIAL 

OS 1 BSD 1 Presentation aid (Series II) 1959 Jan 21 
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