
27 Windsor Village Historic District 
Windsor, Vermont 

Only one historic district in Vermont can truly lay claim to 
its constitutional birthright. In this small rural location of 
Windsor, along the Connecticut River, perseverance, self-
determination and a passion for democracy were 
powerful qualities propelling the men of the region to 
create the “free and independent” Republic of Vermont.  

Representatives of the New Hampshire and New York 
Grants met in Elijah West’s Tavern in Windsor in 1777 to 

adopt Vermont’s first constitution, creating a part-time capital of the new Republic and seat of 
Windsor County. As a result Windsor saw an influx of lawyers, physicians, merchants, 
businessmen and entrepreneurs who recognized the political and economic necessity and 
opportunities of being directly associated with the new government.  

By 1783 there was enough political stability and commercial prosperity in the village to support 
the publication of a local newspaper, The Vermont Journal. Prominent community members 
included Reuben Dean, a silversmith and goldsmith, who in 1778 executed Ira Allen's design for 
the first Great Seal of the Republic of Vermont; Horace Everett, one of Vermont's prominent 
early nineteenth century jurists and legislators; William Maxwell Evarts, a prominent jurist and 
statesman who served as President Andrew Johnson's Attorney General, as the Chief Counsel 
for the Defense in Johnson's 1868 impeachment trial, and as President Rutherford B. Hayes' 
Secretary of State; and, Nicanor Kendell, Richard Lawrence and Samuel Robbins, inventors and 
entrepreneurs and the founders of the Robbins and Lawrence Company, the first 
manufacturing facility in the United States to mass produce rifles with interchangeable parts.  

In addition to the new Republic, an act of the State Legislature created the first Vermont State 
Prison in 1809, located on State Street. The prison supported numerous local commercial 
services and provided a local labor force for some of the village's manufacturing concerns.  

The village's location on the Connecticut River, immediately to the north of Mill Brook, provided 
convenient access to a number of transportation routes which were essential to the village's 
nineteenth century commercial growth and prosperity and which stimulated the village's 
development as a commercial center for surrounding towns. In 1796 the first toll bridge across 
the Connecticut River was erected on the location of the present Windsor-Cornish Bridge; and 
in 1800 a charter was granted by the State Legislature to the Connecticut River Turnpike 



Company to build a toll road between Bellows Falls and Thetford. Besides providing river 
transportation, the Connecticut River Valley was also the proposed and eventually chosen route 
of the Vermont Central Railroad (Central Vermont Railway). Started in 1847, the railroad 
enhanced the village's commercial and manufacturing prosperity by providing direct rail 
transportation with the rest of New England and the eastern United States.  

The village's dependence on transportation for its commercial and manufacturing prosperity 
also resulted in its development along Main Street. When the railroad went through in 1847, 
Depot Avenue was opened down to the tracks from Main Street to the new passenger and 
freight depots.  

Mill Brook, located immediately south of the village, was an important factor in determining the 
village's location and was the principal waterpower source for the village's nineteenth century 
industries. The earliest dams across the book were erected as early as 1769 when the first 
sawmill and grist mill were erected. The brook's importance as a waterpower source was 
underscored in 1834 when the Ascutney Mill Dam Company erected a masonry, gravity-arch 
dam across the brook to increase the utility and potential of the brook's waterpower to 
industries located along it by providing a storage reservoir to regulate the flow of water in the 
brook and thereby eliminate seasonal irregularities. The company's principal interest was to 
accelerate the village's industrial growth by guaranteeing continuous waterpower. 

By the end of the Civil War the village was one of the leading manufacturing centers in New 
England, and included the American Hydraulic Company, manufacturers of the "Revolving 
Hydraulic Engine"; Robbins and Lawrence Company; Windsor Cotton and Woolen 
Manufacturing Company; Windsor Manufacturing Company, manufacturers of machine tools, 
repeating and single shot rifles, sewing machines and Lane's Patented Circular Sawmills; and 
the Windsor Machine Company, manufacturers of machine tools, which was eventually 
incorporated nationally as the National Acme Machine Company.    
 
While visiting historic districts provide opportunities in learning about a community’s roots, the 
journey to Windsor, Vermont is uniquely shaped around the passion, ingenuity and character of 
the men who not only shaped the town, but the State itself.  Windsor Historic District was listed 
in the National Register of Historic Places in 1975.    
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