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FRENCH DUKE VISITS; IMPRESSED WITH HOUSE CONSTRUCTION 

Duke de la Rochefoucault Liancourt, late of France, passed through Pittsfield 

on his tour of the new nation in the early 1790s, and took particular note of the 

housing here.  Pittsfield, he said is a “small, but neat town, containing several 

large and handsome houses of joiner’s works.”  We suspect he was most im-

pressed with our buildings around the old elm tree, including Phineas Allen’s 

home on the left hand side of the road leading to Dalton.  The four buildings 

on the right are merchants’ offices.   

New Church Designed by Bulfinch Opens Next to New Meetinghouse 

The Congregational Church has a new home, in the center of town.  It replaces the building that served as both a 

church and a meetinghouse, completed in 1770 and pictured below.  The first minister was Thomas Allen, who im-

pressed the local leadership when he was invited to preach in 1764.  In 1790, the town’s leaders decided to build a 

new meeting-house next to the church, and a year later, a Boston architect, Charles Bulfinch, was hired to design a 

new church.  The plan for both buildings (shown in the etching to the right) called for the removal of the tall, 

stately elm in their front yards, until a neighbor, Mrs. Lucinda Williams, fought to preserve the tree and create a 

commons in the center of the town.   

Traces of Earliest Inhabitants  
While larger villages of Mohicans lay south and west of 
the area now known as Pittsfield, small settlements are 
believed to have formed in Canoe Meadows and on the 
shore of Lake Onota.  The name given to the area by 
the Mohicans, Pontoosuc, means “home of winter deer,” 
making this a prime hunting ground for roaming Mo-
hicans living further south.  The lake now bearing that 
name was called Shonkeekmonkeek, after the legend of 
two lovers who lived on either side of the lake.  When 
the first European settlers arrived, the area was known 
by its Mohican name, Pontoosuc.   

New York or Massachusetts? 

 Both New York and Massachusetts claimed the area 
between the Hudson and Connecticut Rivers.  Col. 
James Stoddard of Northampton first obtained deeds 
of six square miles from Mohicans living near the Hud-
son River.  Boston authorities, eager to relieve the tax 
burden of its residents, sold at public auction the 
rights of 240,000 acres in the same area to Col. Jacob 
Wendell in 1738.  The first attempts at settlement were 
disrupted by hostilities with the French colonists in 
northern New York.  It wasn’t until the summer of 1752 
that settlers, from the area along the Connecticut Riv-
er, moved here and established dwellings in plots laid 
out in the first surveys of the village.  By 1753, it had 
been incorporated as Pontoosuc Plantation.  The map 
above that shows the plots in 1752, was included in 
J.E.A. Smith’s History of Pittsfield, Vol. I.  

Pontoosuc Becomes Pittsfield 
April 16, 1761.  It’s official!  Governor Frances Bernard ap-

proved the petition of the incorporation of our settle-

ment of 200 people as a town in the colony of Massachu-

setts.  The Governor bestowed the name of Pittsfield on 

the new town, named after William Pitt, the current 

Prime Minister of Britain who successfully led the cam-

paign against the French in North America.  At the 

same time, Governor Bernard approved the creation of 

Berkshire County. (Painting by Herman Haeussler, 1897) 

War with Britain; Volunteers Needed for Local Militia 
War with Great Britain seemed inevitable.  In late 1774, Col. James Easton who owned a tavern on South Street, 

has been named to lead a Berkshire militia, with Captain David Noble as Captain of the Pittsfield and Rich-

mond company.  In the first call-up, 72 men have volunteered as minutemen.  With no funds to pay the men or 

furnish them with arms, Captain Noble sold his farms to equip the company.  Rev. Thomas Allen has been trav-

eling through the county and into New York to recruit volunteers.  The muster roll below shows the names of 

Captain Noble’s company who marched to Cambridge shortly after hearing of the Battles of Lexington and 

Concord.  The last name listed is Timothy Childs, a medical doctor who became the militia’s surgeon in the war. 

Rev. Allen, Fighting Parson, at Bennington 
Thomas Allen twice volunteered as Chaplain for the 
Berkshire militia.  He joined forces and fought at the 
Battle of Bennington where he earned his nickname 
the Fighting Parson in the Revolutionary War.    

Peace Treaty Signed 
Celebration at Williams’ House 

John and Lucretia Williams opened up their house next 
to the town commons as word arrived that the Treaty 
of Paris, formally ending the Revolutionary War, had 
been signed in 1783.  Pittsfield residents, who by that 
time reached almost 2000 people, crowded into the 
house and the commons to attend the festivities that 
included dancing and a never-ending feast.   From that 
point on, the Williams’ house (on the left and in the 
photo below to the right of the elm tree) became 
known as the Peace Party House.   


