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ADMINISTRATIVE INFORMATION 
 
PROVENANCE 
Acquired with the purchase of the Colonel John Ashley House, 1972. 
 
OWNERSHIP & LITERARY RIGHTS 
The Ashley Family Papers are the physical property of The Trustees of Reservations. Literary 
rights, including copyright, belong to the authors or their legal heirs and assigns. 
 
PREFERRED CITATION 
[Item title], [Date]. Ashley Family Papers, [Vol. # or Box #, Folder #]. The Trustees of 
Reservations, Sharon, Massachusetts. 
 
TITLE INFORMATION 
From 2011 to 2024, the collection was known as the Colonel John Ashley Papers, 1755-1818. In 
2025, the title and dates of the collection were changed to reflect the new information learned 
about the account books and their creators.  
 
CONDITIONS GOVERNING ACCESS AND USE 
This collection is open for research. All materials are in English unless otherwise noted.  
 
Due to the fragility of the originals, digital access is preferred. Requests to view the original items 
may be submitted to the Historic Collections team: arc@thetrustees.org 
 
CONSERVATION 
The Ashley Family account books were cleaned, stabilized, and digitized by the Northeast Document 
Conservation Center in 2023. This work was funded in part by a major grant from the National 
Endowment for the Humanities. (Any views, findings, conclusions, or recommendations expressed in this 
material do not necessarily represent those of the National Endowment for the Humanities.) 
 
RELATED COLLECTIONS 
The Sheffield Historical Society contains collection materials and other resources relating to the 
Ashley family, the Ashley House, and the history of Sheffield, Massachusetts. Additional 
information can also be found in the following Trustees’ collections:  

• AH.MS.C1: Col. Ashley House, Inc. Archive (1930-1972) 
• AH.PH.C1: Col. John Ashley House Photograph Collection (ca. 1880-1958) 
• Ashley House Reference Collection 

http://www.thetrustees.org/
https://sheffieldhistory.weebly.com/
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BIOGRAPHICAL NOTE 

COLONEL JOHN ASHLEY (1709-1802) 
John Ashley was born on December 2, 1709, in Westfield, Massachusetts.  In 1730, he graduated 
from Yale College. Ashley married Hannah Hogeboom in 1735, and the couple built a house in 
Sheffield, Massachusetts, that same year. They had four children: General John Ashley (b. 1736); 
Jane (Ashley) Porter (b. 1738); Mary (Ashley) Fellows (b. 1739-1740); and Hannah (Ashley) 
Vosburgh (b. 1744).  
 
Col. Ashley was one of the first settlers in Sheffield, Massachusetts, and became a significant 
community figure over the years. At the time of his death, he owned over 3,000 acres of land, 
which included crop fields, grazing meadows and sixteen houses. He also operated several 
businesses over his lifetime: a sawmill, grist mill, cider mill, ironworks, tanneries, potash works, 
and a store. Account books, public records, and other historic documents show that Col. Ashley 
enslaved Black men and women. He used enslaved laborers in his farms and mills, while other 
individuals were enslaved in Ashley household. Col. Ashley’s son also purchased and owned 
enslaved people, as did other households in Sheffield at that time. 
 
Col. Ashley was a member of the local militia and he served in different local and state positions, 
including judge of the county court. In 1773, he was one of eleven men who authored the 
Sheffield Resolves, a series of resolutions against British Tyranny that made a statement for 
individual rights. It was approved by the town of Sheffield on January 12, 1773, and later 
published in The Massachusetts Spy.  
 
In 1781, three enslaved people sued Col. Ashley for their freedom. Zach Mullen’s case was 
dismissed, but the other case was successful. A jury agreed that under the Massachusetts 
Constitution, Bett and Brom were born free and so could not legally be owned by another 
person. Col. Ashley appealed the decision to the Supreme Judicial Court of Massachusetts but 
dropped the appeal before it reached the court. 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. Zach Mullen and Col. Ashley settled out of court in 1781. Mullen’s brother 
Adam was also enslaved by the Ashleys, and he too gained his freedom that year. In 2022, a 
statue was unveiled in Sheffield honoring the life and legacy of Elizabeth Freeman. 
 
At the end of the eighteenth century, the Ashleys saw their wealth and stature in Sheffield 
decline. Gen. Ashley died unexpectedly in 1799, which split the family’s holdings prematurely. 
Col. Ashley died in 1802 and, by 1838, his house and most of his land had been sold out of the 
family. Nearly 100 years later, the house was purchased by the great-great grandson of Col. 
Ashley, Harry Brigham. Brigham and his wife Mary moved the house in 1930 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. The next owners, 
Edward and Beulah Brewer, began offering tours of their home. In 1958, group of local residents 
came together to preserve the building and its history, with the intent to transition the Col. John 
Ashley House from a residence to a historic house museum. Col. Ashley House, Inc. became a 

http://www.thetrustees.org/
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recognized non-profit the following year and went on to purchase the Ashley House from Edward 
Brewer in November 1960. The group operated the property until 1972, when it was sold to The 
Trustees of Reservations. 
 
SOURCES 
Godburn, Kevin, “Waldo Bailey, Hal Borland, and Bartholomew’s Cobble,” American 
Countryman: Essays on the Life of Hal Borland, accessed 2025-June-18, 
https://halborlandamericancountryman.com/2022/11/15/hal-borland-12 
 
Scott, Olivia R., “Glimpses of Their Lives: Slavery and Emancipation at the Colonel John Ashley 
House,” Commonplace: the journal of early American life, accessed 2025-June-18, 
https://commonplace.online/article/glimpses-of-their-lives 
 
Spousta, Esther A., “Who was Colonel John Ashley,” Ashleys of America news bulletin, vol. III, 
no. 4, 1973, pp. 53-54, 56. Internet Archive, accessed 2025-June-18, 
https://archive.org/details/ashleysamericaq00incgoog/page/n275/mode/2up   
 
Stachiw, Myron O., “Col. John Ashley and His Web of Commerce, 1735-1802,” 2003. Ashley 
House Reference Collection, The Trustees of Reservations, Sharon, MA. 

SCOPE & CONTENT 
 
The Ashley Family Papers contains 3 account books kept by the Ashley family between 1755 and 
1795. The account books are part of a larger set of volumes; an additional 27 account books are 
in the collections of the Sheffield Historical Society. In 2024, Trustees research fellow Olivia 
Scott created a master list of the account books that assigned sequential numbering to all 30 
volumes. The Scott Reference number for each volume is listed in this guide. Scott’s complete 
list of account books, as well as earlier efforts by scholar and consultant Myron Stachiw, can be 
found in the Ashley House Reference Collection.  
 
Volume I is a ledger kept by Col. John Ashley. The earliest entry is dated 1768 and the latest 
1786. However, as there are missing and incomplete pages, this date span may not be exact. 
The entries record purchases as well as other details regarding expenses and activities, such as 
the construction of Ashley’s barn in 1771-1772. For many transactions, the entry captures the 
names of any people who were involved. Names of enslaved and/or formerly enslaved 
individuals appear both as the subject of some of these transactions and amongst the names of 
people conducting business with the Ashleys. 
 
Volume I originally included laid-in items, such as receipts and notes. The dates of the account 
book do not encompass all the laid-in material, with several dated before 1768 and one item 
dated 1818 – 16 years after Col. Ashley’s death. The laid-in material has been removed from the 
account book and housed separately. An inventory is available that includes the original page 

http://www.thetrustees.org/
https://halborlandamericancountryman.com/2022/11/15/hal-borland-12
https://commonplace.online/article/glimpses-of-their-lives
https://archive.org/details/ashleysamericaq00incgoog/page/n275/mode/2up
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location for each item. The volume includes missing and partial pages and no longer has its 
original front cover. 
 
Volume II is a medical account book with entries dating 1755-1760. This ledger was likely kept by 
Dr. William Bull (1729-1758), who was married to Col. Ashley’s daughter, Jane (1738-1814). As 
the entries are not all recorded in the same handwriting, it is possible that some entries were 
made by Jane Bull, as well as by Col. Ashley. The bulk of the ledger is dated 1757 and includes 
details about Dr. Bull’s patients, such as name, treatment, and amount paid. There is an index at 
the front of the account book that lists patients alphabetically by last name. Volume II originally 
included 4 laid-in items; these have been removed and housed separately. An inventory is 
available that includes the original page location for each. The volume is missing pages. 
 
Volume III is a daybook that was likely kept by Col. Ashley’s son and grandson, Gen. John Ashley 
(1736-1799) and William Ashley (1773-1849). The entries date from August 1794 to April 1795 
and record sales at the Ashleys’ store, including the names of customers and details about their 
purchases, such as products, quantities, and prices. The original front and back covers are 
missing, as well as several pages. 
 

http://www.thetrustees.org/
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1  Vol. I: Account book kept by Col. John Ashley 1768-1786 
   Approx. 133 pages 
   Scott reference: Ashley Account Book #1 
   Laid-in items housed separately 
 
    
2  Vol. II: Medical account book kept by Dr. William 1755-1760 
  Bull. Additional entries by Jane Ashley Bull and    
  Col. John Ashley (probable) 

   Approx. 68 pages 
   Scott reference: Ashley Account Book #30 
   Laid-in items housed separately 
 
3  Vol. III: Daybook, likely kept by Gen. John Ashley and 1794-1795 
  William Ashley 

   Approx. 171 pages 
   Scott reference: Ashley Account Book #5 
 
4 1-41 Vol. I: Laid-in items 1758-1789, 1818 

   41 items. Inventory available 
 
4 42-45 Vol. II: Laid-in items 1755-[1760] 

   4 items. Inventory available 
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