
CHAPTER XXXII 

VILLAGE IMPROVEMENT SOCIETY 

MARGARET CASSON ROBINSON 

Among the benefactors of Jaffrey Margaret Casson Robinson made 
the supreme gift. She gave herself, her time, her thought, and her 
affection to the place that was her summer home for about thirty-five 
years. She was a woman of broad culture. She had traveled much 
,and had lived under the most favorable conditions in educational 
centers of Europe and America. She knew where quiet, rest and 
beauty could be found at their best. And no finer testimonial to the 
attractions of Jaffrey can be given than that she out of all her knowl
edge and experience found here the home of her heart to which she 
came gladly for as great a portion of each succeeding year as the 
duties of her active life permitted. 

Margaret Casson Robinson was born at Hennepin, Illinois, in 1864. 
She was educated in the schools of that place and at the Illinois State 
Normal University. She also secured in Boston special training in 
music, an art which she taught successfully in her native State; and 
throughout her life she gave freely of her talent for the pleasure and 
benefit of others. On June 29, 1887, she married Benjamin L. Rob
inson, a Harvard graduate of that year, and soon after went with 
him to Strasburg, Alsace, where he pursued special studies in botany 
for two years, after which he continued his studies at the University 
of Bonn. While there he received and accepted a call to a position 
at Harvard which led to the professorship which he now holds. After 
making their permanent home at Cambridge, Massachusetts, they 
came to Jaffrey first in the stfhimer of 1895. They have since 
built here three beautiful summer homes, which are shrines in the 
memory of the many they have welcomed. For all these places 
there was one motive-a view of Monadnock. There seems to be 
inwrought in the substance of each of them the beauty, peace, and 
repose of this majestic mountain. 

The life of Mrs. Robinson was one of great activity and many in
terests, and in her summer home she might well have claimed im
munity from care, and release from the public duties she had assumed 
in her larger sphere; but wherever she was she felt the call for service 
and found about her much work to do. She saw clearly the possi
bilities for improvement in the sleepy and neglected Central Village 
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of Jaffrey, grouped around the old Meeting-house, so typical of New 
England, with Monadnock for its background. She knew how to 
marshal the willing forces to carry out her plans for beautification 
and improvement. She was ready with her own suggestions and was 
equally ready to act upon those of others. Out of this new-found 
interest came the Jaffrey Village Improvement Society. 

The following account of the Society by Mrs. Robinson is a simple, 
unassuming recital of great accomplishments, and gives little space 
to the careful thought and skillful management on the part of the 
author by which her purposes and those of its other leaders were 
brought to pass. The story was written in days of deepest anxiety, 
when her once superb strength had failed and the shadows were 
already falling upon her life. It was her last labor for the town she 
loved and her final contribution to the New History of Jaffrey in 
which from its inception she had taken a deep and lasting interest. 

That her service in Jaffrey was abundantly appreciated is shown by 
resolutions of thanks adopted by the town upon the completion of the 
restoration of the old Town Meeting-house by the Society in 1923. 
This appreciation is also well expressed in resolutions adopted by the 
Village Improvement Society upon her resignation of its presidency 
in 1928, after twenty years of service. This personal tribute was in 
part as follows: "We recognize that to her the village of Jaffrey is 
indebted beyond words. Under her initiative, unsightly places have 
been transformed into beautiful parks, and neglected historical build
ings have been restored to their original loveliness and equipped for 
the services of this day. We assure her that her leadership in beauti
fying the village and in respecting and preserving the memorials of 
the fathers will be held in grateful remembrance." 

Mrs. Robinson was for many years president of the Massachusetts 
Public Interests League and was ae..vell known writer and speaker in 
opposition to communism and to socialistic measures affecting the 
public interest. During the Great War she lent her aid in relief work 
here and abroad, in recognition of which she was honored by the 
Government of Poland with the rank of Chevalier of the Order of 
Polonia Restituta. 

She died at her home in Cambridge, May 9, 1932, in her sixty-ninth 
year, survived by her husband. Their only child, born in Strasburg, 
Alsace, May 29, 1888, died in Boston, October 6, 1896. 

A fitting close to this brief account of a life of rare usefulness that 
brought to earth much of beauty and of happiness that will remain to 
those who come hereafter, is found in the tribute of a personal friend, 
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Grace C. Sanborn, and published after Mrs. Robinson's decease, in 
the Cambridge Tribune. 

"Mrs. Robinson as an intellectual leader, was widely known in this 
{)Oun try and abroad; but only to those who were admitted to the in
estimable privilege of her friendship was the rare beauty of her char
acter apprehended. Her charming and gracious hospitality both in 
Cambridge and Jaffrey; her ready, and always practical sympathy; 
her vital activity and her interest in the activities of those she loved; 
her tenderness for little children; her unfailing sense of humor; her in
tense love for all that was beautiful whether in nature, art, literature, 
or music ;-these were a few of the attributes which won for her the 
love of those to whom she opened the inner gates. The radiance of 
her presence can best be described by the words of an ancient pro
phet: 'As the clear light is upon the holy candlestick, so is the beauty 
of a woman's face in ripe age'. Such was the face of Margaret 
Casson Robinson." 

VILLAGE IMPROVEMENT Socrn'l'Y 

By Margaret Casson Robinson 
Jaffrey is one of the oldest summer resorts in New Hampshire. 

Its wonderful view of Mt. Monadnock, its glorious air, its situation 
on the hill top instead of in the valley, as so many of the fashionable 
resorts in the White Mountains are placed, the great variety and 
beauty of its roads and lakes, have given it a unique charm which 
few lovers of natural beauty can resist. 

The Village itself, however, has had its ups and downs. During 
the early years of the last century, before people had ever heard of 
a Village Improvement Society, Jaffrey numbered among its inhabit
ants a group of progressive, ambitious people who were keen to beau
tify and improve the town they loved. They added to the fine old 
meeting-house, which had stood many years without a spire, the one 
which, modeled after a design by the great English architect, Chris
topher Wren, is still the chief glory of our region. They built the 
dignified church facing the Common, which serves its purpose today 
as well or better than when it was built, and they created the Mel
ville Academy, named for Jonas Melville, who contributed generously 
to its cost, and which became an educational institution of such im
portance that it attracted students from every State in New England 
and from New York. 
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But at the beginning of this century, conditions had changed 
seriously for the worse. On the main street stood side by side a 
ruinous old blacksmith shop with broken windows, and what had been 
a pretty little Colonial cottage µtterly in ruins, its roof fallen in. A 
few feet away stood a most unsightly watering trough, its wooden 
sides so nibbled by the horses as to give the impression that the sup
ply of oats at home was scanty. The grass along the streets through 
the village was seldom cut and there were few shade trees. When in 
1901 the Cutter Hotel, situated on the most conspicuous site in the 
village, burned to the ground, the picture of desolation in its center 
was complete. Every road through the village passed these eye sores. 

Efforts toward improvement had already begun. A concert was 
given at the home of Prof. and Mrs. B. L. Robinson in 1905 to raise 
money for a granite watering trough, to replace the old wooden one 
described above. The success of this small enterprise was encour
aging and in the summer of 1906 Mrs. Robinson and Miss Kate Fox 
started the idea of a Jaffrey Village Improvement Society. They 
set to work to interest others and found this an easy task. On the 
evening of Monday, August 27th, 1906, ten people met at the home 
of the Misses Fox for the purpose of organizing such a Society. Those 
present were Miss Mary B. Fox, Miss Kate W. Fox, Rev. Frederick 
W. Greene, Miss Ellen Plummer, Miss Georgia A. Bigelow, Miss 
Anna Haven, Miss Mabelle Cutter, Miss Alice Livingstone, Mr. and 
Mrs. B. L. Robinson, and Miss Mary E. Phelps. An organization 
was formed with the following officers: President, Mr. Silas E. Buck; 
Vice Presidents, Rev. F. W. Greene, Miss Lucia B. Cutter, Miss Alice 
E. Cutter, Mrs. B. L. Robinson; Recording Secretary, Miss Mary E. 
Phelps; Corresponding Secretary, Miss Mabelle E. Cutter; Treasurer, 
Miss Kate W. Fox. From the very first, it was intended that the 
Society should do its utmost to interest both the permanent and sum
mer residents of Jaffrey; it was voted that the membership fee should 
be only 50 cents, whereas the payment of $2.00 should constitute one 
a supporting member of the Society. 

At the second meeting of the Society on September 3, 1906, the 
by-laws and regulations which had been drawn up by the Executive 
Committee, were read and discussed, and after slight alterations, were 
adopted. The by-laws called for five (5) Vice Presidents, and as 
only four (4) had been chosen at the first meeting a vote was passed 
that Rev. Mr. Livingstone, Pastor of the Jaffrey Center Church, 
should be the fifth Vice President. 

The first object of the Village Improvement Society was the pur-
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chase of the bit of land known as the "flat iron lot" owned by Miss 
Dora Tenney, which lay directly in front of her house and adjoined 
the Cutter land at its east end. She agreed to sell this land for $100 
on condition that it be used as a park forever. It was bought by the 
Society. 

Mr. Buck acted as President of the Society for two years, and died, 
greatly lamented, in 1908. Mrs. B. L. Robinson was appointed Pres
ident in his place, and served the Society in this position for 20 years. 
Mr. B. F. Cann was chosen to fill her position as Vice President. 

In 1906 Mrs. Robinson was asked by the Society to ascertain from 
Mr. Jonas Cutter whether he would sell to the Society the site and 
ruins of the old Hotel. He refused to consider the matter at first, 
as he hoped to have another Hotel erected on the land, for which he 
asked a very high price. The Society had discussed the matter fully 
and was convinced that the area was too small for a modern hotel, 
as there would be no place even for tennis courts; and as the Hotel 
would naturally face the mountain, its service portions would lie 
toward the heart of the village, which would be undesirable. After 
considerable discussion Mr. Cutter agreed to sell his land for a park 
to be called Cutter Park, for two thousand dollars-a considerable 
reduction in his price. The purchase was made on March 15, 1909. 

Mr. Edward Whiting, the youngest member of the famous Olmsted 
Landscape Architect Company, had spent his honeymoon in Jaffrey 
not long before, and was much attached to the place. Mrs. Robin
son proposed that he be asked to help the Society by giving it a plan 
for the park. This he readily consented to do, and gave the Society 
a beautiful plan, which was another big step forward. The V. I. S. 
was now ready to begin its work on the Park. But a serious difficu_lty 
arose at once, as the cost of carrying out Mr. Whiting's plan seemed 
prohibitive. The Society was still very small and had no wealthy 
members, and the only bids it could get for the work were so far be
yond its means that the officers feared that nothing could be done 
at the time. However, a meeting was held to discuss the outlook, 
at which Mr. George Cournoyer, whose home (formerly the Tenney 
Place), faced the Park, and who was deeply interested in its develop
ment, announced that he had been very carefully studying the mat
ter, and was convinced that, if the Society cared to entrust the work 
to him, he could get most of it done under $1000. As this would be 
a great reduction in cost, and as the Society knew his keen interest 
in the undertaking and his ability in such work, his offer was grate
fully accepted. The work was done promptly and well. 
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The stone wall separating the highest part of the Park from the 
long gradual slope was still to be built, and in August, 1909, an in
vitation was given to the men with teams, or without, around Jaffrey 
to help in this undertaking. A goodly number accepted the invita
tion, including guests from Shattuck's Hotel. A splendid day's 
work was done, and by night a large part of the wall was laid. At 
noon a fine dinner was served to the workers by the women of the 
Society in the Town Hall. As soon as feasible after the grading was 
done, trees and flowering shrubs were planted, and the Park today 
is one of the most beautiful in southern New Hampshire. 

In 1914 a piece of neglected land lying to the left of the road to 
East Jaffrey, between the homes of Miss Alice Cutter and Miss Annie 
Henchman, was offered to the Society by these ladies on condition 
that it be cared for and developed. The V. I. S. gratefully accepted 
the offer; the land was filled in, rolled and planted, and is today one 
of the town's beauty spots, known as the Lower Park. 

Most of the meetings of the Society, from its foundation in 1906, 
had been held at the home of the Misses Fox. In 1919 it was sug
gested by the President that the dignified old Melville Academy, 
built about 90 years earlier, which had been used as a district school 
for years after its life as an Academy was ended, but which then stood 
unused and deserted, be made into Headquarters for the V. I. S. The 
matter was discussed with the Superintendent of Schools, who gave 
his friendly approval. The work of restoring the building was at 
once taken up. It was cleaned, painted inside, the old seats in the 
downstairs rooms removed; it was lighted with electricity, water 
put in, shades and curtains put up, etc. The upper hall was painted 
and papered, and the Longfellow paper on the upstairs room was 
kept. The grounds were improved and planted, and the name "Mel
ville Academy" was painted over the front door, with "V. I. S." 
under it. The original small paned windows, found in perfect con
dition in the attic, were replaced. The building is now used for all 
private meetings of the V. I. S. and as a museum for articles connected 
with the earlier life of the community, including an interesting group 
of wooden band boxes made by Aunt Hannah Davis, born in 1784. 

In 1922 the question came up of restoring the greatly respected Old 
Town Meeting House, generally called the Town House. This fine 
building had served the town as a Congregational Church for 69 years, 
until its congregation divided into three parts, Congregational, Uni
versalist, and Baptist. The two latter groups built churches for 
themselves in East Jaffrey. The Congregationalists used the build-
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ing until 1831, when they built the brick meeting-house across the 
Common. The old Church was later made into a two story building, 
the upper part for use as a Town Hall, the lower story for a High 
School. Both these uses were later given up, and when the V. I. S. 
was formed, it was used only for occasional entertainments. 

Mr. Albert Annett, a public spirited citizen of East Jaffrey and 
an honorary member of the V. I. S., persuaded the Town Meeting 
to vote $3000 toward the restoring of the Old Meeting House on con
dition that the V. I. S. raise the remainder of the sum necessary, and 
develop and carry out the restoration. This the Society agreed to 
do. It engaged Mr. Allan W. Jackson, the well known Cambridge 
architect, whose beautiful restorations of Colonial buildings were 
well known, to make the plans, and Mr. B. F. Cann, Jaffrey's able 
carpenter and builder, and Vice President of the V. I. S., to do the 
work. Mr. Arthur J. Young acted as Treasurer. The money, be
tween eight and ten thousand dollars, was raised, and the work beau
tifully done in time for the reception, connected with the 150th anni
versary of the founding of the Town, on August 17, 1923. 

The land extending from the Oribe Gift Shop to the Thorndike 
Road, on which stood the old Blacksmith Shop and the old cottage, 
was bought by the V. I. S. These buildings were then destroyed, the 
grass cut, and trees planted along the main street. 

In addition to these larger undertakings, the Society has done a 
great deal for the village by giving very fine concerts, lectures, plays, 
in improving the roads and sidewalks, planting trees, erecting a 
bubble fountain for children and birds, having electric lights brought 
into the village, sprinkling the streets, removing signs from the road
sides, etc. It has had many gifts for its museum, and a most welcome 
gift of a grand piano from Dr. and Mrs. William F. Wesselhoeft, 
which had belonged to his mother. 

In the work of the Society, it often proved necessary to ask for 
counsel and help from the Selectmen. It was evident that they fully 
appreciated what the Society was doing for the welfare of the Village, 
and it found always a most generous and helpful response to its re
quests for aid. At a meeting held at Melville Academy on August 
11, 1924, the following greatly valued testimonial was presented to 
the Society by Mr. Peter Hogan, one of the Selectmen: 

36 

WHEREAS, the Jaffrey Village Improvement Society under 
the Presidency of Mrs. B. L. Robinson, has been active for many 
years in the beautification and betterment of the town, and 
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WHEREAS, this Society has recently brought to successful com
pletion the repair and restoration of the Old Town Meeting 
House, 

THEREFORE, be it 

RESOLVED that the Town of Jaffrey, in annual Town Meeting 
assembled this eleventh day of March, 1924, hereby extends its 
sincere thanks to the Jaffrey Village Improvement Society for 
its constant interest, valuable services, and generous expendi
tures for Community Welfare, and be it further 

RESOLVED: That a copy of these Resolutions, suitably en
grossed, be sent by the Town Clerk to the Society. 

After serving as President of the Society for twenty years, Mrs. 
Robinson, owing to ill health, offered her resignation at the annual 
meeting of 1928. It was accepted with regret, and she was appointed 
Honorary President. Mrs. L. H. Wetherell, the active first Vice 
President, was elected President. During her presidency a furnace 
has been added to the Old Meeting-house, which adds greatly to its 
usefulness in the winter, and the Society has accepted a valuable 
gift from the Rev. Charles S. Mills of the low meadow to the south 
of his place. 

Of all the citizens who have served the Society as officers, Miss 
Kate W. Fox bears the unique distinction of having served it (as 
Treasurer) from its beginning in 1906 until today (1931). The other 
officers at the present time are Mrs. L. H. Wetherell, President; Vice 
Presidents, Mrs. Silas E. Buck, Mr. B. F. Cann, Rev. Charles S. · 
Mills, Rev. David C. Torrey; Recording Secretary, Mrs. Emma M. 
Mitchell; Corresponding Secretary, Mrs. Arthur J. Young; Treasurer, 
Miss Kate W. Fox. 

THE DAYS BEFORE 
"I remember, I remember, 

The house where I was born, 
The little window where the sun 

Came peeping in at morn." 
And I remember houses too 

Whose windows all were gone, 
But that was in the days before 

The V. I. S. was born. 

NoTE: A history of many of the entertainments given by V. I. S., with interesting photographs, 
programs, etc., has been prepared by the Recording Secretary, Mrs. Emma M. Mitchel!. One 
copy has been given to the Public Library at East Jaffrey, another is at Mell ville Academy. 
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Like grinning skeletons they stood 
Beside the street, so near, 

Women disliked to pass at night, 
While children ran with fear, 

And strangers passing through our town, 
Pointed at them with scorn, 

But that was in the days before 
The V. I. S. was born. 

And on the hill-top, where the view 
Is the finest in the land, 

Of hills and vales and meadows green, 
And our Monadnock grand, 

That place was strewn with bricks and stones, 
A picture 'twas forlorn. 

But that was in the days before 
The V. I. S. was born. 

The school house stood beside the road 
Deserted for a fair, 

A weather-beaten, shabby thing, 
And not a soul was there; 

And thus it stood from year to year, 
Its usefulness seemed gone, 

But that was in the days before 
The V. I. S. was born. 

Adown the hill a swampy hole 
Was seen beside the way, 

Though unattractive, we supposed 
'Twas surely there to stay. 

Nobody thought it ever could 
The village street adorn. 

But that was in the days before 
The V. I. S. was born. 

Now, Presto-everything is changed, 
You hardly know your town; 

'Tis beauty here, improvement there, 
You find them all around. 

Those old-time eye-sores of the past 
Are all completely gone, 

\Ve well may say, "God blessed the day 
The V. I. S. was born." 

-WALTER F. HEATH 
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