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The Easter Parade. With their Easter baskets and best Easter bonnets, these pupils of the Bedford Community 
Kindergarten line up in front of the former Civic Club building on Loomis Street. Mrs. Marion Yost ran the 
kindergarten from 1957 until her retirement in 1972. (From albums recently donated to the Society.) 

At our next meeting: 
Living History with Bill 
Patton 

Wednesday, April 26, 7:30 p.m. 
Congregational Church,  

25 The Great Road, Bedford 

Job Lane House cleanup 
We will be cleaning the Job Lane House and 

Barn, beginning on Saturday, April 29, at 9 am. 
What is not complete will be done the following 
Saturday, May 6, 9 am. If we get enough folks to 
come out, with a bucket, gloves and cloths, we can 
accomplish it in one day!  

For our final history talk of the year, Bill Patton 
will present “Living History – Slides and Narration” 
(A Sampler). Mr. Patton is one of our favorite 
lecturers. In recent years we’ve enjoyed his talks on 
New England Lighthouses and Norman Rockwell. 

As always, we’ll begin with refreshments and 
social time. The Hospitality Helpers for our April 
meeting will be Lois and Don Jenkins and Marion 
Bryan. 

Jeannette Pothier 

For those who don’t know, each room in the Job 
Lane House is sponsored by a community group. 
The Historical Society is the official sponsor of the 
room with the Rufus Porter murals. Let’s make it 
shine for the first open house on May 14. 

Free and open to the public. Please bring a 
friend! 
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Walk of Bedford 
The Bedford schools have scheduled their 

annual tour of Old Bedford Center. Each year the 
entire third grade class is given a tour of some of 
Bedford’s most historic treasures, including Fitch 
Tavern, Penniman-Stearns Mansion, Old Burying 
Ground, First Parish Church, the Bedford Flag and 
the Historical Society’s museum displays in the 
Stearns Building (Police Station). 

This is one of the Society’s important 
community outreach programs to help make our 
children aware of Bedford’s unique historic and 
cultural resources. We would like volunteers to help 
in putting on our part of the program. The dates are 
as follows: 

Monday, May 1 and Thursday, May 4. (Rain 
Date - Friday, May 5). 

Monday, May 8 and Thursday, May 11. (Rain 
Date - Friday, May 12). 

Two groups of students visit the Society’s 
museum displays each morning of the Walk of 
Bedford and stay for about 40 minutes. We give the 
students a brief lecture on Bedford history, 
following a script that we’ve used for the last few 
years. The students are then given a list of questions 
whose answers they can find by looking through 
our displays. The teachers review the answers with 
them. 

Bob Slechta and John Brown will be covering the 
Old Burying Ground, and Lee Yates and Don Corey 
will be coordinating the Museum Displays. 
However, additional members are needed to assist 
and to train for future years. Anyone who can take 
time on one or more of the mornings to help in 
putting on these programs is asked to contact Lee, 
Don or Bob, or else call the Society office and leave a 
message (781-2750-1212 x140). 

Archives hours 
Our room in the Stearns building (the Police 
Station) at 2 Mudge Way, where we maintain our 
Archives and business office, is usually open at 
the following times: 

Mondays, 9 to 12 and 1 to 5 
Tuesdays, 9 to 12 

Other times by appointment. Please call 781-
275-1212 x 140. . Note: Our phone is answered by 
our “roommates,” the Bedford police; just ask for 
our extension. Don’t hesitate to call us at any 
time. 

 
 

The Preservationist is published seven times each 
year by the Bedford Historical Society for the 
purpose of sharing topics of interest for the 
education and enjoyment of the Society’s members 
and the community in general. Comments, 
suggestions and contributions of relevant articles are 
welcome and should be addressed to: Editor, The 
Preservationist, 2 Mudge Way, Bedford MA 01730. 
Alethea “Lee” Yates, Editor 
(781) 275-3294 (home) 
(781) 275-1212 ext. 140 (BHS office) 
Email: bedford-history@usa.net 
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OUR Witch of the 
Shawsheen??? 

You’ve no doubt heard the legend of Meriam 
(Miriam) Fitch, the miller’s wife. The story as we 
know it is from Abram English Brown’s 1892 
Glimpses of Old New England Life: Legends of Old 
Bedford. Mistrusted for her gaudy red cape, she won 
over the town when she nursed the children through 
an epidemic of throat distemper, and became a 
heroine for tricking a pair of Tory generals. It’s a 
story dear to the hearts of Bedfordians.  

Meriam was a real person. She was born 
Meriam Gray in Andover in 1713, married Benjamin 
Fitch in 1732/3, and died well after the American 
Revolution in 1797. So now then: can this newspaper 
article be correct? Here is the Boston Post Boy, 
January 31, 1763. The article was reprinted in the 
Providence Gazette and the New Hampshire Gazette a 
few days later. (All three may be found in the New 
England Historic Genealogical Library newspaper 
database): 

At the Superior Court held at Charlestown laft Week, 
Samuel Bacon of Bedford, and Meriam Fitch, Wife of 
Benjamin Fitch of faid Bedford, were convicted of being 
notorious Cheats, and of having by Fraud, Craft and 
Deceit, poffefs’d themfelves of Fifteen Hundred Johannes, 
the property of a third person; were Sentenced to be each 
of then fet in the Pillory one Hour, with a paper on each of 
their Breafts with the Words A CHEAT wrote in Capitals 
thereon, to fuffer three Months Imprisonment, and to be 
bound to their good Behavior for one Year, and to pay 
Cofts. 

An entry for January 26, 1763 in the diary of a 
Mr. Boyle, included in the New England Historic 
Genealogical Register (Volume 84, April 1930, pp. 
160-161) expands on the story: 

The abovesaid Meriam Fitch came to Boston and 
waited upon a Mr. Christopher Clarke, and told him for 
1500 Johannes, she could shew him a Vault in Bedford 
where was concealed a large Chest of Money, which he 
might have if he could get it out, & she would assist him 
in doing it. Mr. Clarke, elated with the proposal, and 
thinking by the Enterprise to make his fortune, agreed to 
go to Bedford with the Woman, if he could raise the 
Money. Accordingly he went to Mr. Nathaniel 
Wheelwright, and communicated the Affair to him, who 
was willing to supply the Money, provided he could have 
a share in the Treasure which, Mr. Clarke agreed to, 
rather than have the Matter any Further delayed. The 
Money was bro’t out and tendered to Madam Fitch, but it 

being chiefly in Silver, she said she could not carry it 
home conveniently and desired she might have it in Gold: 
Mr. Wheelwright not having Gold enough in the House, 
went into one of his Neighbors to procure it, and after 
letting him into the secret, told him he should be jointly 
concern’d with himself and Mr. Clarke, if he would 
furnish his proportion of the Money, which he cheerfully 
complied with, and mustered up the Gold. After Mrs. 
Fitch had pocketed up the 1500 Johannes, she told the 
Gentlemen she was now ready to accompany them to the 
place where the Treasure was to be found. They 
immediately mounted their horses, and proceeded with 
her to Bedford. When they came there, she conducted 
them to a Mill, and opening a Trap door pointed them to a 
large Chest under the Mill about ten feet deep. She told 
them if they would go down and get it to the head of the 
Stairs, she with Mr. Bacon (her accomplice) would help 
them get it through the Trap-door, which Proposal they 
agreed to, and went down the hole; but no sooner were 
they at the bottom of the Stairs, than she shut the door 
upon them, and locked it upon the Top, and run off with 
her 1500 Johannes. The Gentlemen now, to their 
inexpressible grief, found it was all a deception, they were 
shut up in a place of darkness and knew not which way to 
get out, till a Man who was passing by the Mill, heard 
their Cries and went to their Relief. Had they remained 
there but a few hours longer, they must have inevitably 
perished, as it was near the Time the Flood-Gates were to 
be hoisted, when the Water would have been let in upon 
them. 

Isn’t this astonishing! What do you make of it? 
Sharon McDonald 

 

Bedford and the WPA 
A document in our Archives tells us that many 

Bedford houses did not have house numbers until a 
WPA project during the Depression assigned 
numbers to every house in town. This got us to 
wondering about other WPA projects that may have 
been carried out in Bedford. Do you know of any? 
Perhaps members of your family may have 
participated in them. If you have any information at 
all, we’re eager to hear it. Please contact the Society 
office at 781-275-1212 ext. 140, or write us at 2 
Mudge Way, Bedford MA 01730. 
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More deaccessions! 
As the Society continues to receive wonderful 

new acquisitions that help to enlighten us on 
Bedford’s rich history, we are finding the Society’s 
office in the Stearns Building getting fuller and 
fuller. Therefore we find it necessary to continually 
examine some of the current holdings that have no 
clear relationship to Bedford’s history for possible 
deaccessioning in order to make more room. 

A collection of some 31 books that were given to 
the Society over the years are currently being 
considered for deaccessioning. They are perhaps 
indicative of people’s reading interests over the 
years, but they do not contribute to our 
understanding of Bedford’s history. A number of 
them are books that the Library disposed of years 
ago, which someone salvaged and gave to the 
Society. Others are religious tracts that were often 
gifts in the 19th century (we’re not sure whether the 
givers had to read them). There are even three 
cookbooks. None of the books has any great 
monetary value.  

We plan to have them available for examination 
at our April meeting. We’ll then offer them at the 
following meeting, and at our booth at summer 
events, in exchange for a small contribution to the 
Society. 

 

Patriots Day 
supplement 

Last week’s Bedford Minuteman newspaper 
contained a Patriots Day supplement that included 
objects owned by the Society. Photographs included 
the musket that belonged to Nathaniel Page (Private 
and Cornet in the Minuteman Company) and the 
sword belonging to Eleazer Davis (2nd Lt. in 
Bedford’s Militia Company). There was also a 
photograph of the proclamation signed by John 
Hancock re-appointing John Reed as Justice of the 
Peace. It is interesting to note that during the 
Revolution Reed had served as Justice of the Peace 
under the Royal government, at the same time that 
he played a pivotal role in Bedford’s “Committee of 
Correspondence” and “Committee of Inspection” 
and as Bedford’s delegate to the Provincial Congress 
chaired by John Hancock in 1774-75. In other words, 
he was simultaneously a servant of the King and a 
very active participant in the Revolution.  

Plant Fair on May 20 
First Parish in Bedford’s 53rd annual Plant and 

Craft Fair will be held on May 20 on Bedford 
Common from 10 AM to 3 PM. 

Plants come directly from members’ gardens 
and Massachusetts growers. A selection of annuals 
and perennials, herbs and vegetables will be 
supplemented by a variety of shrubs and small trees. 

As a memorial to long-time First Parish 
gardeners, musicians and Plant Fair volunteers Eva 
and Til Schaefer, there will be entertainment in the 
sanctuary. Noted local performers Brad Connor and 
Ben Sears have already offered to participate and 
further details will follow. 

The fair will also feature nearly two dozen 
crafters, many returning favorites and several new 
artisans, as well as activities for kids and our now-
traditional barbecue. (Check http://uubedford.org 
for a list of craftspersons who’ll be at the Fair as well 
as a list of plants and shrubs that will be for sale that 
day and details of the kids activities as they emerge). 

Proceeds from the Plant and Craft Fair support 
the church’s operating budget, as well as the work of 
First Parish. In addition to other programs, First 
Parish supports local initiatives including Bedford 
Community Table, the Bedford Council on Human 
Relations and the Bedford Family Connection. 

For further information contact Julie Turner, 
781-275-0742 or jmcct@verizon.net. 

Volunteers for booth 
The Bedford Historical Society plans to be 

among the exhibitors at the Plant Fair. We need 
helpers to set up the tent, sell our merchandise, and 
close up afterward. If you can spare an hour or two 
on May 20, please tell Lee Yates or John Carlson, our 
Ways and Means chair. 

Gifts 
The Society takes great pleasure, as always, in 

acknowledging contributions to help it in achieving 
its mission. At our March General Meeting, we 
raised over $100 in auctioning tickets donated by 
Bedford Car Wash 2 art works that we had 
deaccessioned. Our thanks to Don Jenkins, Donna 
Argon and Jeanette Pothier for their generosity. 

Our thanks also go to the Moonan family and to 
longtime member Charles Stearns for their recent 
generous contributions. 
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The Octopus Tree 
A High School Memory 

To each of us there will always remain 
memories of special times in high school. To the 
Bedford students of the 50’s, 60’s, and 70’s who 
spent time around the hillock that would become 
the current library, a fun place to meet and explore 
was the Octopus Tree. It stood at the southeast 
corner of the library, against the west stone wall of 
the old Fitch farm cow path. It was a strange beech 
tree, having suffered at a young age the loss of its 
leader, an 
event in the 
horticultural 
world that 
usually 
means an 
ignominious 
end. 
Unknown 
events caused 
its remaining 
seven or eight 
branches to 
spread 
widely in 
gentle 
upward 
curves, like a 
great, half 
clenched 
hand, wide 
enough for two s
embrace, to each tou
the years it grew rat
stature, that it, ab
overcame its disabil
memory that few gr

Somehow this t
on many, many s
necessarily romantic
Its final, slow demis
many diverse peopl

In 2003 Jane Gil
here, expressed her
friends in a particula

 “I must say firs
children, a delightfu
limbs branching ve
armed invitation to 

the Octopus Tree, and by those most intimate as the 
Upside Down Octopus Tree and descriptively so 
named. 

“This handsome old veteran beech rested upon 
a little hillock at the edge of one of two stone walls 
along Lover’s Lane, a paved, grass-edged path 
leading from the town road down past homes, the 
library, through the grounds of the Bedford Public 
High School system, which opened off to the right, 
and the Center Elementary School System which 
opened off t the left into the sports complex area 
with tennis courts, a football field, and a baseball 
diamond. 

“The 
Octopus Tree 
was a place to 
meet, a place 
to rest, a 
place to 
climb, a lace 
to talk, a 
place to woo, 
a place to 
kiss, and a 
place to share 
promises. The 
tree was 
witness to 
many an oath 
of love, some 
still going 
strong, and it 
 
The Octopus Tree by Jane Gilman 
tudents, standing within the 
ch one limb on each side. Over 

her well in spit of being short in 
out 15 feet tall! However, it 
ity and earned a place in human 
owing things ever attain. 
ree had a very emotional effect 
tudents at the time, and not 
 although those abounded, too! 
e caused a great sense of loss in 

e years later. 
man, a past resident and student 
 memories of this tree and its 
rly poignant way: 
t that it was a natural draw for 
l jungle gym with its sprawling 
ry low and wide in an open-
climb. It was known broadly as 

bore a 
thousand 

initials inscribed in its bark within a hundred hearts 
in proclamation of love. 

“Every conceivable dream of youth and many 
an adventure were discussed and planned there in 
the later boughs –  for the low spreading branches 
provided several near level seats – by students who 
lingered long after the weekday crowds had caught 
their school bus ride home. 

“You would have to ask town seniors about the 
Octopus Tree’s age. It was full grown by the time of 
my earliest memories in the last 1950’s. I first noticed 
it gone in the 1990’s and presumed new construction 
on the town library was cause for its removal.” 

John Brown 

Do you have memories or perhaps a photograph of the of 
the Octopus Tree that you’re willing to share with the 
Historical Society? Please call us at  781-275-1212 ext. 
140 or write us at 2 Mudge Way. 
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Do you recognize any of these children? They were pupils at Mrs. Marion Yost’s  

Bedford Community Kindergarten, possibly in the 1971-72 school year. 
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