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ABSTRACT 

The Collins Company, the nation’s first axe factory, exemplified the rise and fall of 

Connecticut industry during its operation from 1826 until 1966.  Collinsville survives as an intact 

one-company mill village within the Town of Canton despite pressures from the region’s 

suburbanization, a shift in how people value natural resources, and the emergence of recreational 

and heritage tourism.  This case study analyzes the context for the Company’s formation, the 

history of its development, and the outcomes of its closure in order to inform recommendations 

for preservation.  It delves into the barriers and opportunities small towns have in the 

conservation of character and the preservation of places. 

The loss of the Company threatened both the village’s livelihood and its identity.  

Underutilized and decaying, the Collins Company factory forms a nostalgic aesthetic that 

contrasts with the vibrant riverfront, the historic downtown, and the revitalized Main Street.  

Collinsville’s cultural landscapes remain virtually unprotected, minimally documented, 

threatened by redevelopment, and underutilized by the community.  History and heritage are 

modern-day commodities and subject to the pressures of politics, popular culture, and the 

economy.  Many municipalities do not recognize the didactic and social influences tourism 

places on planning, public services, and governance.  Historic structures and landscapes embody 

different values depending on the manner of management and utilization.  Buildings, once 

valued for their manufacturing adeptness and proximity rail lines, become obsolete as towns and 

cities change unless transferable uses for these resources are found.   

Landscapes are essential transcriptions of past cultures.  Places of industrial heritage are 

threatened by misrepresentation, misinterpretation, and inauthentic manufacture of history.  Like 

numerous other small towns, Canton needs to address the historic values imbedded in the 
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Collinsville landscape and the economic values that drive development.  Resources should be 

recognized for their functional, cultural, and transactional value; and for this, a cross-disciplinary 

approach to preservation is paramount.   

Collinsville’s preservation requires identification and documentation.  In particular, 

recommendations include an ethnographic study, an architectural survey of the factory complex, 

an update and expansion of the village’s historic district, and a cultural landscape study.  Lastly, 

the creation of a Collinsville Village Heritage Commission, tasked with developing preservation 

initiatives and community programs, could utilize potential hydroelectric generation revenue to 

fund village improvements. 

This thesis is divided into six components:  the context for industry in northwest 

Connecticut, the history of the Collins Company, the role of the Town of Canton, the 

reincarnation of Collinsville as a place worth protecting, the conservation and development of 

Collinsville’s resources, and the approach needed to inform preservation in Collinsville.  A 

synthesis of context and outcome informs the precursory guide for cultural resource 

management.  It offers a critical review of Connecticut’s preservation initiatives and programs, 

and of the National Wild and Scenic Rivers program.  Furthermore, the actionable items 

presented are pertinent and applicable to the preservation of mill-villages throughout the region. 
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INTRODUCTION 

The Collins Company presents a romantic, intrinsically American image of the 

emergence of industry and shaping of landscapes.  Before the mass manufacture of axes and 

tools, colonial implements were crude, blacksmith-fashioned blades or expensive European 

imports.  In the face of the American wilderness, settlers toiled in their attempts to harness and 

tame the land.  The reliable, pre-sharpened Collins axe became the trusty companion of 

homesteaders across the nation.  Along with hoes, picks, plows, and knives, they accelerated the 

felling of timber, the conversion of forests to fields, the productivity of plantations, and 

ultimately the settlement of the continent.   

At Collinsville, the immaculate mixture of resources, connections, and circumstances 

provided a foundation for the Collins Company that proved fruitful for over a century.  Samuel 

Collins recognized the river’s potential, captured the market’s attention, and orchestrated a true 

manufactory process.  Unlike other early factories, the Collins Company adapted to 

Connecticut’s shifting economic structure and the introduction of new engineering processes.  It 

readily adopted new technology and harnessed local resources.   The context for manufacturing 

is embedded in Connecticut’s landscape.  As exemplified in the northwest corner of the state, it 

was the combination of advantages and constraints that created an ideal environment for the 

emergence of industry.  The Collins Company is an interesting case study; its existence spans the 

entire era of Connecticut manufacturing, from the time of peddling and canals in the early 19th 

century to the fall of manufacturing in the mid-20th century.     

 Connecticut’s small towns each operate as their own polity, with a degree of 

independence unheard of in other parts of the country.  Without county oversight, towns provide 

nearly all public services and manage their own budgets.  The voices of residents ultimately 
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decide municipal policy and program.  Mill villages functioned as quasi-towns in the 19th 

century; the Collins Company practically built Collinsville.  The fall of industry in New England 

disrupted this home-grown balance of power between factory villages and their towns.  

Collinsville maintained a strong role in the Town of Canton up until its closure in 1966.  The 

Company’s closure untethered the village’s resources and landscapes from industrial use, 

allowing the community to reuse and reinvent them.   

 These resources are tangible and intangible, natural and manufactured, and functional and 

aesthetic.  All too often, industrial places are defined by only their architectural manifestation 

and reduced down to the confines of a building.  As evident in the development of the factory 

and the village of Collinsville, the Collins Company played a significant part in economic, 

social, cultural, structural, and functional aspects of the community.  After the factory’s closure, 

the State, the Town, and the residents began the process of untangling the village’s landscapes 

and finding new functions and meanings in its resources.   

 Economic and administrative pressures influenced the initial direction of 

development in Collinsville.  While the Town of Canton was occupied in recovering its tax base, 

environmentalists were fighting to reclaim the Farmington River for recreational use and restore 

its ecological value.  Village residents were hesitant to support some of the extensive 

redevelopment plans proposed by the Town and worried that rapid suburbanization in the region 

would encroach upon Collinsville.  They supported the nomination of a National Register 

historic district but delayed the passing of a local district for decades in opposition to the 

restrictions it would put on land owners.  In recent years, the Town has invested in downtown 

improvements in order to bolster recreation and tourism.  The underutilized factory remains 

merely a backdrop to the vibrant riverfront and downtown.  Although the Town has little control 
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on the factory’s future, it is actively pursuing reinstating hydroelectric generation in the Collins 

Company dams.  Although this case study investigates the context for preservation in 

Collinsville, the conflicts encountered between preservation, conservation, and recreation are 

repeated in communities throughout the region.  Solutions and approaches presented in this 

thesis can be adapted to other situations. 

 Collinsville’s residents are proud of their village’s legacy and history, but have struggled 

to define their role in planning its future.  Its cultural landscapes are difficult to define and have 

not received sufficient study or documentation.  They contain complex, dynamic components—

secondary spaces, transportation systems, natural systems, social and cultural spaces, and 

industrial systems.  The state’s underdeveloped cultural landscape program and limited funding 

sources discourage the implementation of a resource study and management plan.  Collinsville 

could be used as a study into how cultural resources in Connecticut’s mill villages could be 

protected, documented, and managed for their long-term preservation and utilization.  

  Collinsville presents a scenario that is pertinent to mill villages throughout the Northeast.  

Collinsville’s historic and cultural resources bear little weight in Town decisions on village 

development because they cannot be defined and therefore cannot be defended.  Moving 

forward, the Town needs to identify their role in cultural resource management.  They are 

charged with the responsibility to document, protect, rehabilitate, and interpret these cultural 

resources.  Their approach must address limitations, integrate different disciplinary perspectives, 

and assign appropriate preservation treatments.   

 This thesis first provides the readers with regional context for the rise of industry in 

northwest Connecticut.  Next, it calls attention to the Collins Company, proceeding 

chronologically through the factory’s founding, development, and closure.  The following three 
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chapters address the implications of the Company’s closure on Collinsville and the Town of 

Canton.  They are divided categorically in order to capture the breadth of activities and 

stakeholders.  Each section investigates a particular resource associated with or influenced by the 

Collins Company.  The thesis provides background information on specific activities and 

resources in order to present a comprehensive discussion that is relevant to the future 

management of Collinsville’s cultural landscapes and resources.  Next, the author reviews a 

selection of approaches to cultural landscape preservation.  This prepares the reader for the 

closing section, which offers recommendations and considerations.   

Chapter One outlines the industrialization of Connecticut’s northwest corner and provides 

background for the formation of the Collins Company.  Although the region contained ample 

resources for settlers, the geology and tough terrain characteristic to the northwest corner 

required an adaptive approach.  By harnessing streams, minerals, timber, and labor Yankee 

farmers found subsistence despite their rocky fields.  Eventually tinkering turned into home 

industries, propelling the State’s economy from agrarian to industrial.  These early industries 

transformed the landscape.  Iron furnaces in Salisbury and Kent denuded the hillsides in their 

search for charcoal and captured mountain streams.  They competed with mills—grist, carding, 

powder, and saw—for coveted water privileges.  As turnpikes and canals expanded markets 

beyond the local population, industries grew and attracted the likes of farmers.  The 

manufacturing villages that emerged instigated a new structure on the New England landscape.  

The early manufactories were constrained by the landscape’s endowments.  Before the 

prevalence of steam engines and electricity, factories reflected the interrelation between land and 

mechanical innovation.  Connecticut would prove to be fertile ground for some of the nation’s 

most instrumental inventors in the 19th century.  With the railroad, manufacturing began to 
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concentrate in cities where the cost of a large workforce was subsidized.  The factories that 

remained in Connecticut’s villages had to capitalize on the resources available and support the 

many needs of their citizenry.  Nevertheless, by the end of the 19th century, Connecticut became 

a primarily urban state.    

Edge tools were needed for the primary industry of land improvement.  Their 

manufacture, however, did not commence in large scale until the early 19th century, as led by the 

Collins Company.  Chapter Two summarizes the founding, development, and end of the Collins 

Company, the Connecticut manufacturer who created the American axe and revolutionized the 

machete.  Sam Collins founded the Collins Company in 1826 with his brother and his cousin, 

determined to produce high quality axes.  Beginning as a single stone factory on the banks of the 

Farmington River, the Collins Company emerged as the world’s leading axe and machete 

manufacturer.  Collinsville developed under the watchful eye of Collins and, without influence 

of other factories; it grew symbiotically with the Company.  The history of Collinsville is 

embedded in the story of the Collins Company.  Collins acquired necessary resources for 

production—iron, steel, coal, waterpower, grindstones, transport, and labor—and invested 

immensely into the village.  The market for Collins’ tools expanded with the development of 

turnpikes, ports, canals, railroads, and Atlantic trading routes.  In order to keep pace with 

competitors, the Company capitalized on new products; shifting over time from picks, plows, 

and axes to machetes and knives.  A paternalistic relationship developed between the Collins 

Company and the village.  By the 20th century, the Collins Company began to assume a more 

conventional role in the governing of the community.  The Flood of 1955 devastated the village 

and the factory.  By 1966, the Collins Company management declared the Collinsville factory 

antiquated and redundant; eventually announcing the liquidation of the entire business.  
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Collinsville, the place where the Collins Company found the right combination of water power, 

iron, and labor, was no longer the mecca of industriousness.     

Chapter Three provides an account of the governmental and administrative changes that 

occurred in Canton after the Company’s closure.  A short section prefaces the chronological 

body of the chapter.  It describes the structure of municipal government in Connecticut and how 

the independent polity of each town allows it to manage public services and set budgets.  After 

1966, the Town of Canton had to rebuild and redefine Collinsville.  This task was complicated 

by the rapid suburbanization and the influx of new voices in town government.  Despite the 

public’s rapport with the Company, most of Collinsville’s residents were pained and 

disheartened by its closure.  Their primary concern was the survival of the village without its 

complete reinvention.  The Collins Company was the Town’s largest taxpayer, the village’s 

largest landowner, and served as landlord to hundreds of properties.  In the 1950s and 1960s, the 

State of Connecticut passed legislature increasing the sovereignty of town government, thereby 

expanding their civic responsibilities.  During this era, Canton built a sewerage and water 

system, new schools, and public housing.  The Town attracted commercial development along 

the Route 44 arterial, but was unsuccessful in redeveloping the factory site in Collinsville.  When 

real estate speculators scouted the hillsides of North Canton, the Town did not resist, rather 

welcoming new residential growth that would replenish the tax base after the loss of industry.  

Collinsville residents, however, opposed development that would encroach on the village in 

south half of the town. 

Chapter Four follows the Town’s involvement in Collinsville.  Preservation only became 

a concern after decades of failed redevelopment attempts and the improvement of public services 

and infrastructure.  At the outset, the residents did not recognize their actions as preservation, 
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rather describing these projects as revitalization or long-awaited improvements.  Despite 

mounting pressure to redevelop, Collinsville came to represent a vital cultural center in the 

community.  Only then did Town committees and residents acknowledge the Collins Company 

legacy as an asset, composed of both physical and intangible resources.  While residents eagerly 

supported the formation of a National Register historic district, they viewed the proposed local 

historic district as a threat to their property rights.  As a result Collinsville’s local historic district 

was greatly reduced from its initial proposal and excluded most of the village’s commercial and 

industrial properties.  

Chapter Five describes the numerous avenues to revitalization and reuse that the 

community has pursued, but not always with success.  With the loss of the Collins Company, the 

remaining factory incited mixed feelings amongst town residents—despair, hope, frustration, and 

nostalgia.  Its first owner aspired to create an incubator of businesses, but was unable to meet the 

goals of the Town.  The second owner brought grand plans for rehabilitation but, for nearly 

twenty years, has failed to break ground.  Despite this, the Town has invested in Main Street 

revitalization, seeking state and federal funding to improve the business environment and 

recreation-based tourism.  Recreational improvements along the Farmington River compliment 

the various improvements in the downtown.  An increasingly widespread environmental 

consciousness beginning in the 1960s led the Town and community organizations to improve 

river conditions, acquire riverfront access for public use, and protect the River’s scenic qualities.  

Although various attempts to restore hydroelectric generation in the former Collins Company 

powerhouses were abandoned by private companies, the Town’s Energy Committee has 

developed a plan and acquired licenses to harness the river once again for electricity.  The 

Town’s Plan for Conservation and Development identified village-specific resources without 
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contemplating ways to better manage them.  Unlike cultural and industrial, natural resources are 

far more tangible and are easier for the Town to define.    

 As outlined in Chapter Six, cultural and industrial landscapes in the Northeast have 

received increased attention in the past three decades.  This movement, led by the National Park 

Service, developed tools and resources for their evaluation, recognition, preservation, and 

restoration.  Collinsville’s cultural landscapes are complex and layered, and thoroughly 

intertwined with social, economic, environmental, and physical resources.  Historic landscapes 

have long been associated with heritage tourism, which, in the State of Connecticut, is closely 

tied to recreation.  Connecticut has yet to develop a comprehensive guide for evaluating and 

documenting cultural landscapes.  Studies associated with the designation of the Farmington 

River as a Wild and Scenic River identified the Collins Company and the River’s segment 

through Collinsville as containing Outstanding Remarkable Values.  The final designation and 

the following management plan excluded Collinsville because of the pending hydroelectric 

application with the Federal Energy Regulatory Commission.  The State’s “Making Places” 

initiative, which completed a reconnaissance survey of industrial places in 1981, strives to assist 

the rehabilitation and reuse of factories and mills.  The program, however, is limited in 

application—for what and by whom.  In Collinsville, ‘secondary industrial places,’ such as 

workers’ housing and civic spaces, contribute to the character of the village and the 

interpretation its history.  The ethnographic and commemorative landscape of Collinsville has 

received little attention despite being integral to the significance of the village structure.  Without 

further study, different facets of Collinsville’s cultural landscape could be overlooked, 

misinterpreted, over- and under-emphasized, and allowed to deteriorate or disappear altogether.  
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Collinsville requires an interdisciplinary approach to preservation.  Future revitalization and 

preservation will also need to address the role of recreation and tourism.   

The Conclusion synthesizes and summarizes the chapters, emphasizes actionable items 

for future preservation, and identifies aspects of Collinsville’s situation that are applicable in 

other places.  It stresses the importance for the community to actively engage in resource 

management.  The value that they place on their cultural landscapes often has a greater influence 

on the community’s character than realized.  The cultural landscapes of Collinsville, like so 

many other mill villages, are imbedded with history.  Their identification, preservation, and 

management ensures perpetuation of their use and value. 
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CHAPTER 1. 

EARLY INDUSTRY IN NORTHWEST CONNECTICUT 

 

Introduction 

 The northwest corner of the state was long considered Connecticut’s last frontier.  It did 

not offer fertile floodplains like the Connecticut River Valley, nor the swift water transportation 

along the coast.  The region contained, however, abundant streams and falls, nearly inexhaustible 

timber supplies, and iron ore.  As agriculture waned, the northwest corner proved advantageous 

for early industry.    

 Early industries in Connecticut’s northwest corner grew to reflect their physical, 

economic, social, and cultural environment.  They provided the basic needs of the early colonies 

as the tenacity of pioneer entrepreneurs overcame limitations and maximized resources.  While 

most of what remains of these mills, forges, and factories are archaeological fragments, few 

survive and exhibit a unique interrelation between land and innovation (Gordon, 2000, p. 205-6).   

 This chapter outlines the physical landscape, the Yankee settlement, the development of 

regional markets, and the growth of entrepreneurial villages.  It serves as a prelude to the 

development of the Collins Company and Collinsville in the following chapter.  The chapter 

progresses chronologically, by first discussing prominent geologic, hydrologic, and ecological 

features.  Particular attention is paid to the Farmington River watershed, which provided 

waterpower for the Collins Company.  Connecticut was densely inhabited by Native People 

when the first town was founded at Windsor in 1635.  The establishment of new towns by 

European settlers in the following decades began along the navigable rivers, spreading 

throughout the Connecticut River Valley, and eventually moved into the state’s highlands.  The 
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“frontier” dealt its newcomers challenges not faced in the fertile Connecticut River Valley.  The 

stone-laden lands of the northwest corner required intense improvement before agriculture could 

be productive.  Equipped with English tools and crude New World replacements, Connecticut 

Yankees slowly harvested woodlands and cleared new pastures, but soon discovered the 

impossibility of farming because of the rocky, thin soil.   

 Known for their industrious self-starter character, Yankees began to harness waterpower.  

These small rural industries transformed during the American Revolution into substantial 

enterprises.  The natural resources available consisted of iron ore, timber, and waterpower.  

Sawmills contributed to Connecticut’s denuded landscape, sharing water privileges with grist 

mills, carding mills, powder mills, and other cottage industries.  Connecticut’s roads being 

notoriously poor, early trade concentrated at deep ports, such as Hartford, Connecticut.  Despite 

the promotion of turnpikes and canals at the dawn of the 19th century, few of the state’s products 

reached markets outside the region.  The introduction of the railroad in the mid-19th century 

drastically altered the typology of Connecticut industry.  This new economic structure also 

contributed to the emergence of manufacturing villages. 

 Mill villages provided public services, employment, housing, and provisions for their 

citizens.  By the end of the 19th century, Connecticut was becoming a predominantly urban state.  

In northwestern Connecticut, mill villages experienced boom or bust in the later part of the 

century.  Collinsville exemplifies an one-company manufacturing village born during the rise of 

manufacturing and prevailed until the end.    
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The Physical Landscape 

 Connecticut’s geography can be divided into three parts: a north-south running 

Connecticut River Valley, and two flanking uplands.  The Valley’s floodplain meadows lead to 

hills and mountains on either margin (Mitchell, 1839, p. 221).  While the center of the state is 

fertile, the rocky uplands proved difficult to plow.  With the inherent advantage of exceptional 

waterpower in the hills and the navigability of the central river, it was a landscape predisposed to 

industry (Fuller, 1915, p. 25).  

 The northwest corner of Connecticut contains a topography of lofty hills and valleys.  

Derived from its bedrock of erosion-resistant schist and erodible marble, these orogenic 

crystalline ridges follow the Berkshires into northern New England.  Granite outcroppings 

appear throughout the highlands.  Where broken and fragmented, they compose the region’s 

stone walls.  The landscape’s glacial upbringings left the surface mantled with till, deposits of 

cobbles embedded in sand, silt, and clay.  These deposits are abundant in the hills, often 

concentrated on the northern slopes.  The topographic features in the region are largely the result 

of differential erosion and glaciers that formed hills and basins (Gordon, 2000, p. 1, 4; Stanley, 

1964, p. 4).  

 The northwestern uplands slope gently eastward to the Connecticut River Valley 

lowlands.  Streams meander around glacier-softened mountains to the Connecticut River, the 

great river dividing the state into two (Figure 1.1).  In the lowlands, perennial swamps follow 

along most brooks (Stanley, 1964, p. 4).  The Connecticut River, surrounded by a level valley, 

was too wide to be dammed for early power generation and offered no waterfalls or drops 

sufficient to turn a wheel (Fuller, 1915, p. 25).  
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Beginning at the foothills of the Berkshires, all hills and valleys align northeasterly, 

surmounting bedrock folds (Stanley, 1964, p. 4).  The northwest corner of the state is divided 

between two drainage basins:  the Housatonic River, which traces the western state line and 

empties into the Long Island Sound at Milford; and the Farmington River (Figure 1.2).  These 

upland rivers, while much smaller than the Connecticut River, provided mill owners a total drop 

of over 500-feet before they reached their confluence.  As noted by early settlers, these upland 

rivers could run mills all year round (Fuller, 1915, p. 25).  The Berkshires contain the boundary 

between the watersheds, which provided a nearly inexhaustible supply of water.  The 

environment’s individual influence on the development of each respective watershed suggests 

that the northwestern hills are further cleaved into two different sub-regions.  

 The Farmington River begins as a series of small streams in the Berkshires’ highlands 

with its headwaters in southwestern Massachusetts.  Following a generally dendritic pattern, it is 

fed by dozens of brooks.  Its east and west tributary branches converge in New Hartford, 

Connecticut, amounting to a sizeable river capable of accommodating industry.  The River 

broadens in Canton before entering a narrow gorge, irresistible to early millwrights.  Following a 

southeasterly trajectory, the River flows parallel along the prominent ridges until the Town of 

Farmington, when it abruptly changes to a northeast course.  In Simsbury, the Farmington River 

cuts the Metacomet Ridge, a fault-block range composed of trap rock that runs north-south 

through Connecticut (Figure 1.3).  This results in narrow bends at a steep angle to the land 

foliation.  The River empties into the Connecticut River in Windsor, Connecticut.  Its tortuous 

course and numerous escarpments prevented it from being navigable by trade-carrying vessels 

(Stanley, 1964, p. 4; Feder, 1981, p. 141; Grant, 1974a, p. 49).   
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Patterns of Settlement:  Political and Physical 

 The Native Peoples had long inhabited the region and used particular tracts for seasonal 

hunting before the arrival of Europeans.  The Tunxis People had a small village approximately at 

the location of Bristol, but lived on the land of the upper Farmington River Valley.  They began 

to deed land to Europeans as early as 1640.  Dwindling numbers, in large part a result of 

widespread epidemics, led the Tunxis to abandon their villages.  They then inhabited a 

reservation area in Farmington until the late 18th century (Gordon, 2000, p. 9).   

 Anthropologist William Wadleigh of Franklin Pierce College studied the settlement and 

subsistence patterns of the Connecticut highlands.  He believes that the rocky highlands in the 

northwest and northeast corners were more populated prehistorically than first thought 

(Wadleigh, 1981, p. 67).  Although the land was ill-suited for agriculture, Native Peoples reaped 

the harvest of its other resources, such as fish and forest foodstuffs.  In the valleys that were 

fertilized by frequent floods, Native Peoples roughly cleared tracts for agriculture (Jenkins, 1925, 

p. 296).  The forest, while wholly unimproved, was not wilderness. 

 European colonists settled the land of Connecticut first along the great Connecticut River.  

The original towns established were Windsor in 1633, Wethersfield in 1634, and Hartford in 

1635.1  The second wave of towns were located along the glacial plains of the coast, which 

included New Haven in 1638, Milford in 1639, and Guilford 1639 (Gordon, 2000, p. 9-10).  

These towns formed around a governing congregation of land proprietors, who established 

subsidence farming and colonial laws. 

 The ordering of New England towns reinforced a social hierarchy adhering to 

Congregationalist beliefs.  A central meetinghouse or church was at the core of the town-parish, 

with all inhabitants expected to observe Sabbath or pay a fee.  House-dwellings and a few shops 
                                                           
1 These were the first English towns.  Previously, the Dutch had operated a number of trading posts.  
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surrounded the village center.  Each proprietors’ fields and woodlots lay outside the village 

center.  Some landowners chose to inhabit outlying house-lots nearer to their fields.  In many 

colonial towns, landowning families shared the use of a Commons.2  

As families grew and in-migration continued, individual landholdings decreased in size.  

By the 1670s, large town populations prompted the expansion of settlement into the Connecticut 

uplands.  Hartford and Windsor proprietors slowly settled the “Western Lands” of Connecticut, 

having been allocated the land by the colony in 1726 and distributed in 1737.  After establishing 

New Hartford, Winchester, Hartland, Colebrook, and Barkhamsted in the easternmost portion, 

the remaining lands were surveyed and sold at auction.  The new owners were promised “pockets 

of rich, level soil and . . . iron resources” amidst the rocky hills (Gordon, 2000, p. ix, 9-11; 

Gordon, 2001, p. 7).  By 1713, two-thirds of the state was settled and, by 1754, it was completely 

occupied (Jenkins, 1925, p. 323).   

 Towns were formed under three conditions:  one, the division of an existing town into 

two parish-towns; two, the division of a large parish and settling of new land; or, three, the 

migration of a new parish and settling of new land.  A town’s name often reflected its maternal 

or “taken” town (i.e. New Hartford), geographic setting (i.e. Farmington), or founding individual 

or English comparison (i.e. Norwich).   

 Landowners in the northwest corner found their land to be far less productive than the 

fertile Connecticut River Valley.  Although farmers by training, most engaged in other home 

industries in order to survive.   The manner in which these early settlers developed the land 

                                                           
2 It is worth noting that not all towns contained Commons, as has been popularized in idyllic histories.  This land, in 
many cases, was sold or divided among proprietors when the population increased.  Colonialists realized that greater 
individual profits were reaped when not divided among their neighbors (Stilgoe, 1982, p. 47). 
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revealed their upmost concerns:  natural resources, water privileges, mineral deposits, and 

primary transportation routes (Gordon, 2000, p. ix).3   

 Land clearing occurred from 1635 through 1810 in advance of agriculture and industry.  

With imported European tools scarce, landowners settled on primitive and homemade tools.  

They used axes, hoes, rakes, forks, shovels, plows, and spades; and when they needed a new one, 

employed a village blacksmith to fashion a simple replacement.  European tools, designed for 

working tamed farmlands, suffered on the Connecticut highlands and scrub.  The locally made 

tools were unwieldy and wooden.  Any blades were made of wrought iron (Milne, 1995, p. 1; 

Jenkins, 1925, p. 296, 313, 325). 

A dense woodlot could be cleared over a few years.  First, the most valuable species 

would be cut for lumber and the remaining stand would be cut for fuel.  Before the prevalence of 

sawmills, felled timbers were hand hewn nearby.  Afterwards, logs could be floated down rivers 

or streams on the spring freshets to the mill yard (Baldwin, 1949, p. 9, 17; Milne, 1995, p. 1).  

The leftover stumps would be removed, burned, or let rot in place.  A yoked oxen chained to a 

rotten stump could remove it with ease (Stilgoe, 1982, p. 175).  Landowners toiled over the 

removal of stones, placing them along roadways and fence lines, creating Connecticut’s 

pervasive stonewalls.  And, only then could the land be used for farming.   

Plowing required the facility of animals—a horse or ox—to pull the crude plow.  It was 

no more than a “mould board hewn from wood, protected from wear by old scraps of sheet iron 

or tin nail to it” (Jenkins, 1925, p. 385).  When the first iron plow was introduced in 1797, less 

                                                           
3 Gordon makes this conclusion after evaluating documented accounts and physical remnants of these settlements.  
His approach is archaeological; his book progresses through the region’s physical setting and resources, civil and 
cultural history, and industrial development.  A second section focuses on material and documentary evidence, with 
the final part discussing the existing resources and information that could be gathered in the future (Gordon, 2000). 
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than 8% of the region’s land was “under the plow.”  Metal plows became commonplace later in 

the 19th century (Gordon, 2000, p. 11; Milne, 1995, p. 1; Jenkins, 1925, p. 385-6).   

 In Collinsville, the Farmington River transects two ecoregions.  To the southeast is the 

Northwest Hills ecoregion:  hills composed of central hardwoods and white pine zones.  To the 

northwest is the Northwest Uplands ecoregion:  uplands composed of a transitional hardwoods 

zone (Wadleigh, 1981, p. 69).  When European colonists first settled the northwest corner, they 

found old growth forest stands of incredible diversity.  This included chestnut, hickory, oak, 

maple, birch, ash, and elm trees (Gordon, 2000, p. 5).    

Northwestern land owners relied on forest products and pasture land to earn a living.  

Connecticut farmers raised more sheep than the other colonies, perhaps because of limited arable 

soil (Jenkins, 1925, p. 335).  Wool production initiated the development of carding and fulling 

mills to process cloth.  Abundant waterpower privileges supported the growth of small mills to 

produce lumber, boxes, shingles, and other wooden items (Gordon, 2000, p. 12).  By the end of 

the next century, Connecticut’s woodlands were largely denuded (Baldwin, 1949, p. 23-24).   

 

Mineral and Riparian Resources 

 Land in the northwest corner of Connecticut lent more to mining than farming.  Early 

settlers, upon clearing their properties, discovered a land difficult to cultivate and better suited 

for pasture and grazing.  Many settlers took up ironmaking, which remained the northwest 

corner’s principal industry for decades (Gordon, 2000, p. ix, 5, 38). 

The iron deposits west of the Farmington River Valley were the region’s most important 

resource (Figure 1.4).  Iron mines, like the ones in Salisbury and Kent, were major sources of 
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wealth.4  The mining began in the late 1730s.  The raw ore was refined using one of two 

techniques, both powered by charcoal:  bloomeries, which smelted ore into sponge iron; or blast 

furnaces, which produced higher-grade pig iron.  A finery forge then decarburized the iron by 

melting, oxidizing, and consolidating the ore using a water-powered trip hammer.  This process 

resulted in more malleable, ductile wrought iron (Gordon, 2000, p. 12, 59; Fuller, 1915, p. 16).   

  Furnaces sprouted up along a rich vein of iron on Salisbury’s Mt. Riga.  By 1810, 

bustling workers’ camps, fifty little furnaces, and charcoal pits dotted the mountainside.  Mt. 

Riga contained an “unlimited supply of wood for charcoal and abundance of water from Forge 

Pond near the summit;” however, iron ore and limestone had to be laboriously carried up the 

slopes by packhorse to the forges (Grant, 1974a, p. 34-35).  Each furnace was situated on a 

mountainside stream, where a waterwheel would power its great bellows.  The extraordinarily 

heated charcoal at the base of the furnace smelted the iron ore deposited atop the shaft (Stilgoe, 

1982, p. 291). 

Salisbury iron gained national recognition for its quality and uniform grades.  Much of 

the iron was used in cannons, rifles, anchors, and shot, which earned Connecticut the nickname, 

“arsenal of democracy.”  The proprietors imported colliers from as far away as Switzerland and 

Lithuania, in order to meet demands (Gordon, 2000, p. 61; Grant, 1974a, p. 1-2, 34-35).  Iron 

mining proved profitable in Kent, located 20-miles south of Salisbury and along the New York 

border.  By the mid-19th century, its three pig iron furnaces employed over 280 people and 

produced 3,000 tons per year (Fuller, 1915, p. 31).   

A few northwest furnaces produced steel in the 19th century.  This transformation 

required wrought iron to be heated with charcoal (Gordon, 2000, p. 60).  A number of 

                                                           
4 Robert Gordon offers an in-depth study of iron making in Salisbury, Connecticut, and the surrounding region in his 
text, A Landscape Transformed: The Ironmaking District of Salisbury, Connecticut, published in 2001.  
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Connecticut inventors produced patents on the manufacture of steel.   In 1880, Connecticut had 

16 steelworks in operation.5  Nonetheless, American industries continued to source a significant 

amount of steel from Germany and Austria (Jeans, 1880, p. 20, 148).  In addition to iron, the 

local forges produced potash for makers of soap and glass.  The state’s only other earth resources 

that proved valuable were stone and clay for brick-making (Morse, 1933, p. 234).   

The demand for charcoal required the construction of mud-covered kilns spread across 

the forested landscape.  These furnaces converted locally harvested wood into energy-packed 

charcoal, requiring many hectares of forest.  For this reason, an ironwork’s proprietor would 

purchase large tracts of woodland to assure future supplies (Milne, 1995, p. 12; Fuller, 1915, p. 

16; Gordon, 2001, p. 14; Gordon, 2000, p. 12, 38).  As a result, the state’s forest reserves quickly 

dwindled.  Around 1895, it was remarked that “Connecticut was open country, with wide views 

unobstructed by trees” (Milne, 1995, p. 2).  Colliers erected great charcoal kilns, meticulously 

constructed by stacking wood in shallow pits, measuring 40-feet in diameter (Stilgoe, 1982, p. 

292).6  After sufficiently covered in earth and leaves, the colliers set the internal cavern ablaze 

and tended the smothering heap for one to two weeks.  The operation concluded when the 

combustion subsided and only charcoal remained.  

Iron smelting also requires lime, which was either imported or mined locally.  Found in 

limestone, this vital mineral in the production of iron and steel acts as a fluxing agent.  Before 

use, the raw stone undergoes calcination in large lime kilns to remove impurities (Fuller, 1915, p. 

                                                           
5 Stephen J. Jeans in 1880 noted that the only notable Connecticut forges and furnaces are in Litchfield County 
(northwest corner) and produce pig iron.  He does not mention steelmaking as an enterprise in Connecticut.  Steel 
would have been produced in smaller manufacturing operations or imported (Jeans, 1880, p. 138-139).  However, 
Jeans mentioned William Whittaker Collins, who in 1852 patented a method of steel production.  His method 
produced a tight grain iron adept for edge tools (Jeans, 1880, p. 36-37).   
6 The term ‘collier’ commonly refers to a coal miner; however, it is also the title for a person who produces charcoal. 
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16).  While charcoal acts as a reducer that removes gaseous oxygen, lime is used to draw out slag 

from the molten iron.   

The iron in northwest Connecticut achieved national recognition in the late 18th century 

for its superior quality (Figure 1.5).7  Connecticut had poor non-ferrous metal reserves, and 

although iron was a valuable commodity, other minerals never proved profitable.  In 1818, of the 

state’s 48 forges, 39 were located in the northwest corner (Gordon, 2000, p. 43, 59; Morse, 1933, 

p. 234; Fuller, 1915, p. 16).     

In 1811 surveyors Moses Warren and William Gillet mapped all of Connecticut’s mills 

and forges in the northwest corner.  By 1819, the northwestern county of Connecticut had 39 

forges, 3 blast furnaces, 3 anchor works, 2 slitting mills, 2 oil mills, 1 paper mill, 4 cotton 

factories, and 62 grain mills (Gordon, 2000, p. 14).  By 1845, woolen and cotton products were 

the state’s leading manufactory, although metal—forged and cast—ranked second.   

Waterpower, by far, was the region’s most important source of power, prevailing through 

the deforestation of the landscape.  The easiest way to harness waterpower was to construct an 

undershot wheel in a fast-flowing stream.  More power could be gathered by building a dam and 

headrace to an overshot (breast wheel) or turbine.  When multiple proprietors tapped into the 

same watercourse, agreements on water rights had to be settled.  This included flow volumes, 

timing of releases from dams, and minimum flows.  The state’s mill builders had “a shrewd, 

practical knowledge of hydrology that enabled them to match water resources” to their needs 

(Gordon, 2000, p. 47-50).  Gordon’s conclusion poses questions about the location of mill 

villages.  By fact of their needs, mills were established and built at the most advantageous 

                                                           
7 Morse notes that the Salisbury iron beds in the northwest corner of the state were so productive that the legislature 
“in 1839 asked to have the local iron works designated by Congress as a national foundry” (Morse, 1933, p. 234).   
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hydrologic location.  Settlements occurred not according to soil fertility or even centrality to 

market, but proximity to waterfalls (Stilgoe, 1982, p. 315). 

Mills often held water privileges to rivers and streams before the rise of manufactory in 

the region.  The rivers and all their tributaries provided breeding grounds for early industries, and 

these mill rights became the foundation stones for development (Grant, 1974a, p. 7).   

 

Industrious Yankee Settlement 

 There is something to be said about the character of New England residents.  Their 

ingenuity and industry formed a solemn reputation among the rest of the nation (Mitchell, 1839, 

p. 222).  They “saw no irreconcilable conflict between faith…and enterprise;” in fact, this 

distinct ethic drove them to find profit where land was barren (Grant, 1974a, p. 3).   

The emergence of manufacturing in the early 19th century took hold in Connecticut 

before it became widespread in other states.  Before machines and extensive waterpower, home 

industries relied on physical labor and draft animals, and served only local demands.  Survival 

depended on inventiveness and “the native mental alertment of the settler” (Jenkins, 1925, p. 

350).  After the farmstead was fitted with necessary tools and appliances, the home-

manufacturing of goods could supplement the meager farm income, and for that reason, it was 

continued.  As food scarcity declined, Connecticut’s settlers could leave the fields to engage in 

other activities.  Yankees earned a reputation for their handiness, as nearly ever inhabitant 

farmed despite the demands of their primary occupation. 

 During the 18th century, few Connecticut products were traded beyond state line.  The 

two main exports were maritime products and spirits.  The shipyards of coastal towns produced 

some of the nation’s finest vessels.  They were well-equipped with sailmakers, ropewalks, 
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shipbuilders, and traders.  This supported whaling, fishing, and mercantile trade with the West 

Indies.  In contrast, the inland population capitalized on the distillation of rum.  Inland farmers 

could produce rum for export, receiving additional income often used to purchase goods 

unavailable through bartering (Grant, 1974a, p. 21).  

By 1775, Connecticut was one of the most densely settled colonies.  Most of the 

population was dispersed in small towns across the state.  Few towns exceeded 4,000 inhabitants.  

As the population steadily increased, agricultural land per head decreased, restricting the 

potential income of future farmers (Gordon, 2000, p. 10-11; Mitchell, 1839, p. 221).  Although 

agriculture remained the primary livelihood for most, the rocky soil was poorly endowed to 

support any increased farm density.  Only the rich loam near the Connecticut River, where 

tobacco growers reaped fat profits, proved viable for large scale agriculture (Figure 1.6).  

Regardless, in 1790, nearly 90% of the Connecticut working population was employed in 

agriculture (Grant, 1974a, p. 22-3; Jenkins, 1925, p. 323). 

At the cusp of the American Revolution, a “handful of infant industries dotted the state” 

(Grant, 1974a, p. 1).  These small enterprises responded to an increase in local consumption.  

Towns benefited immensely by having their own mills, where raw agricultural products could be 

processed.  Village industries included sawmills, gristmills, fulling mills, blacksmiths, breweries, 

tanneries, and dairies.  These industries transformed into separate businesses and enterprises 

during the war.  Political conflict and tariffs halted European imports, forcing New England 

manufacturing into maturity (Grant, 1974a, p. 2; Jenkins, 1925, p. 350).  

By 1800, the state had granted 45 corporate charters, and over half of these were for 

turnpike companies (Grant, 1974a, p. 113; Armstrong, 1976, p. 58).8  The budding new 

                                                           
8 Charters included: 1 manufacturing, 2 insurance firms, 3 toll bridges, 5 banks, 6 public services, and 23 turnpike 
companies (Grant, 1974, p. 113).   



 
 

23 
 

manufacturers were experimenting with division of labor and power-driven machinery, utilizing 

metal from the northwestern mines.9  In 1810, Connecticut’s top five industries, besides 

agriculture, were woolen goods, distilleries, linen goods, hats, and tanneries.10  These products, 

along with clocks, buttons, firearms, and tin-ware were marketed throughout the region by 

Yankee peddlers (Gordon, 2001, p. 43; Grant, 1974a, p. 70; Mitchell, 1839, p. 222). 

Connecticut experienced a tremendous out-migration rate.  Between 1790 and 1820, 

Connecticut’s population grew at only one third the national rate (Grant, 1974a, p. 22).  By 1820, 

over 700,000 people had left the state to settle new towns in Vermont, New York, and Ohio 

(Fuller, 1915, p. 26; Connecticut Tercentenary Commission, 1935-6, p. 1).  At that time, 

Connecticut’s population was only 275,248, with barely 7,000 residing in the City of Hartford.  

Two-thirds of the population resided on small farms, employing over 50,000 persons in 

agriculture.  A growing number of Yankees found employment in shops and industries.  Of these 

17,500, many likely tended fields as well (Grant, 1974a, p. 23, 85).  

Early Connecticut citizens were prolific inventors.  Residents filed more patents per 

capita than any other state:  44 for each 10,000 people.  While Connecticut Yankees remained 

conservative in their politics and religion, they had a progressive material culture—valuing 

education, literacy, and information collection.  The relatively slow population growth  promoted 

the creation of labor-saving machines and techniques (Morse, 1933, p. 234-235, Gordon, 2000, 

p. 14-15).  Connecticut provided the world with numerous engineering, medical, technological, 

and cultural inventions.  A list of these genius inventors includes:  Eli Whitney (cotton gin), 

Samuel Colt (revolver), Frederick Trent Stanley (Stanley Works), Elisha Root (die casting), 

Mary Kies (first woman to hold a U.S. patent), Frederick Law Olmsted (landscape architecture), 

                                                           
9 Metal product manufacture developed in the Connecticut Valley in 1798, cotton cloth in 1806, steamboat engines 
in 1807, and woolen goods in 1810 (Gordon, 2001, p. 43). 
10 Based on dollar value of output. 
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Horace Wells (anesthesia), and Samuel Collins (axes and machetes).  These figures and 

countless others established great manufactories, capitalizing on their inventions.  They strived 

not only to profit, but also to set standard in their field of expertise, earning them a comfortable 

place among the nation’s competitors.  That goes to say, the ingenious people of Connecticut 

were “eminently well fitted for manufacturing” (Fuller, 1915, p. 27). 

 

Markets and Regionalism 

Before the 19th century, trade was conducted at the Connecticut River towns.  Goods for 

export made their way to Hartford overland or down segments of the Farmington River.  

Hartford was a deep-water port and harbored a constant influx of trading vessels.  The city’s 

recognition as ‘insurance capital’ grew from their interest in risk management and trade 

investment.  Ships, loaded with regional exports, traded with other colonial ports, such as New 

York and Boston, and international ports, like the West Indies colonies.  Despite poor roads and 

diffuse industry, Connecticut goods were able to reach New York ports, from there distributed to 

southern planters (Gordon, 2000, p. 12; Fuller, 1915, p. 26 McCarthy, 1967, p. 12; Grant, 1974a, 

p. 98).   

Early roads served local convenience and were built by town-appointed committees 

(Armstrong, 1976, p. 56-57).  In 1643, the Connecticut General Court delegated the construction 

of inter-town roads by requiring each town to appoint two surveyors.  A second law, in 1679, 

designated these inter-town roads as “country roads” or “king’s highways.”  Nevertheless, by the 

early 18th century, the ‘Road to Albany’ was the only inter-town road in the northwest corner.  It 

ran from Hartford to Farmington and then from Harwinton to Litchfield (Gordon, 2000, p. 23).   
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In the 18th century, Connecticut’s roads remained some of the country’s worst because 

they relied on local labor and funding for their maintenance.  The best roads served local and 

agricultural needs, leaving roads serving regional routes in lesser repair.  In 1792, the state began 

issuing charters for privatized roads and turnpikes.11  Turnpike companies either improved 

existing paths or cut new passages between popular destinations (Gordon, 2000, p. 24-25; 

Gordon, 2001, p. 16; Jenkins, 1925, p. 326; Fuller, 1915, p. 26).  The Farmington Turnpike 

opened around 1800, connecting New Hartford to the Massachusetts line.  The Greenwoods 

Turnpike, which operated between 1798 and 1872, followed the Old Road to Albany (Figure 

1.7).  This principal stage coach route was 95-miles in length, and is overlain by present-day 

Connecticut Route 44.  By 1808, Connecticut contained 50 chartered turnpike companies 

(Gordon, 2000, p. 30-31; Mitchell, 1839, p. 223; Armstrong, 1976, p. 58). 

Entering into the 19th century, Connecticut manufacturing outpaced the rest of New 

England.  Roads allowed products from upland towns to find their way to other states and even 

international markets.  Wealth encouraged industrial growth and led to the formation of new 

manufacturers.  Capitalizing on local iron, these industries were first distributed rurally and 

closest to raw materials before centralizing in the early part of the century (McCarthy, 1967, p. 

16; Gordon, 2000, p. 12-13; Fuller, 1915, p. 32).   

Canals provided another means of transportation beginning in the early 19th century 

(Figure 1.8).  Considered by Roth to be the state’s largest pre-railroad engineering project, the 

Farmington Canal “grew from the rivalry between merchants in Hartford and New Haven.”  

Both ports were interested in markets along the upper Connecticut River Valley—in 

Massachusetts, New Hampshire, and Vermont.  By 1820, canals bypassed all rapids along the 

                                                           
11 Turnpikes were named for the gate, or turnstile, which marked many of their entrances.  These early turnpikes 
were little more than cleared paths until about 1800, when increased traffic required sufficient grading and breadth 
(Stilgoe, 1982, p. 112; Milne, 1995, p. 2). 
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Connecticut River, except for a section north of Hartford at Enfield Falls (Roth, 1981, p. 183).  

Hoping to infiltrate these northern markets, merchants in New Haven devised a new passage.  

Seventeen towns along the route from New Haven to Northampton, Massachusetts, chartered the 

Farmington Canal Company and hired Benjamin Wright, engineer for the Erie Canal, to survey 

the canal line.12  The canal totaled 80-miles long, with 58-miles in Connecticut.  For most of its 

length, the earthen canal was 4-feet deep, 20-feet wide at the bottom, and 36-feet wide at the 

brim.  The terrain required the construction of 28 locks, 3 aqueducts, and 15 stream-crossing 

culverts.  The Connecticut section opened in 1828 from New Haven to Farmington, and extended 

to the Massachusetts line a year later (Gordon, 2000, p. 15; Fuller, 1915, p. 28; Morse, 1933, p. 

262; Mitchell, 1839, p. 222).  Although there were “technical inadequacies and insufficient 

capital” from the start, it was busy when navigable (Roth, 1981, p. 184).   

Anticipating closure, the canal was surveyed in 1845 for the purpose of building a 

railway.  Railroad construction commenced after it was abandoned in 1847 and it was completed 

in 1850.  The railroad, known as the ‘Canal Line,’ was later extended from Collinsville to New 

Hartford in 1876.  It served companies like Barnum & Richardson, a large iron conglomerate 

located in North Canaan, Salisbury, and Sharon (Roth, 1981, p. 185; Fuller, 1915, p. 28; Gordon, 

2000, p. 16).   

Connecticut’s first railroad had opened between New Britain and Hartford in 1839.  It 

facilitated the transport to the coast, where steamboats took the goods to New York.  The first 

railroad to access northwestern iron industries was the Housatonic Railroad, which connected the 

Berkshires to Bridgeport, Connecticut in 1842.  In 1848, the New York & New Haven Railroad 

(NY&NH) opened.  It provided direct rail transport between southern New England and New 

                                                           
12 Only a year after finishing the Massachusetts section in 1835, the canal became New Haven & Northampton 
Canal Company (Roth, 1981, p. 183).   



 
 

27 
 

York’s port.  Acquiring competing lines, the New York, New Haven & Hartford Railroad 

(NYNH&H) provided widespread service throughout the State (Roth, 1981, p. xviii, xxiv-xxx) 

(Figure 1.9).   

The Berkshires insulated Connecticut’s foodstuff market from competitive producers in 

the fertile Hudson Valley.  The Western Railroad from Albany to Springfield finally infiltrated 

these markets in 1841.  The density of small home industries faded in the following decades as 

Connecticut’s markets tightened, and profit was only found at larger scales (Gordon, 2000, p. 12-

13; Connecticut Tercentenary Commission, 1935-6, p. 9). 

Railroads, in the following decades, proliferated the northwest region.  From 1868 to 

1871, Central New England Railway built a railroad from Hartford to New Hartford, later 

extending all the way to the state line.13  Railroads along the Connecticut River, from Hartford to 

Saybrook, provided regular passenger and freight services.  The railroad initiated manufacturing 

in towns it serviced, but “condemned the old country towns to an economic death” (Morse, 1933, 

p. 17, 276).  Railroad transport accessed new markets and proved to be far more cost-effective 

and reliable than overland transport.  Roads continued to lag behind railroads until the early 20th 

century.  It was not until 1913, when Connecticut established the ‘trunk line system’ of 

highways, that a unified state-managed road system existed (Gordon, 2000, p. 27-29).   

There remains a discussion on what degree transportation influenced the development of 

factories in Connecticut.  In the early 19th century, small industries relied on peddlers for 

“transportation and marketing facilities” outside their locality.  The railroads that crossed the 

state in the 1840s and 1850s initiated new markets throughout the region and fertilized a new 

crop of American manufacturers (Taber, 1955, p. 28; Connecticut Tercentenary Commission, 

1935-6, p. 15).  The railroads created a highly-competitive atmosphere for industries that 
                                                           
13 Prior to 1881, it was the Connecticut Western Railway. 
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concentrated in cities.  A lack-luster product was sure to stagnate in the market; therefore, 

industries strove to produce more, produce better, and market them to distant markets. 

Many historians correlate railroad expansion with the development of industry—some 

even state that before railroads, manufacturing was not feasible at a large scale (Morse, 1933, p. 

16).  Reconsideration should be given to this assumption:  is this a matter of correlation, or of 

causal relation?  Was it the railroad that produced the industries, or the industries that initially 

attracted the railroad?  Or, was the railroad the competitive edge that allowed certain businesses 

to succeed and gain notoriety?  Immense manufacturing growth in Hartford County correlates 

with the expansion of railroad through the region.  This relation, however, should not be taken at 

face value.  It is a complex causal relationship. 

 

Villages:  the Centers of Manufacturing 

To understand the conditions which preceded the rise of modern manufactures, it 
is important to realize, not only that the large towns were rural but also that the 
little towns and villages were industrial to an extent unknown in a later period.14 

 
 Town centers evolved to serve the commercial needs of the community.  Scattered within 

the state’s 169 townships, the 203 ‘villes’ delineated economical, not political, centers. Villages 

were places of commerce, superimposed across the agrarian landscape.  In survey of these 

industrial villages, their name often denotes their founding entrepreneur.  These economically-

driven units displayed a settlement pattern unlike New England’s parish-based townships (Wood, 

1997, p. 89; Gordon, 2000, p. 14; Grant, 1974a, p. 25).  

 It is worth noting the distinction between towns and villages.  Connecticut towns denote a 

self-governing, historically Congregationalist unit of division.  Unlike regions where 

incorporated towns and cities dot the interior of county boundaries, Connecticut’s towns cover 
                                                           
14 Connecticut Tercentenary Commission, 1935-6, p. 5. 
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the entire state and were largely equal to one another (Figure 1.10).  A village, on the other hand, 

describes a population concentration within a politically-defined town.15  A meeting house and 

the surrounding concentration of dwellings in a town could be considered an agrarian-based 

“village” (Stilgoe, 1982, p. 57, 327).   

 Starting in the late 18th century, villages based around trade began to form.  These 

commercial villages were “an elaboration of an existing settlement system, a legacy of the 

colonial period and a manifestation of long-standing cultural habit” (Wood, 1997, p. 89).  Wood, 

providing a geographer’s perspective, describes the divisions of marketplaces as both social and 

economic.  Particular villages experienced growth due to their market centrality rather than their 

resource endowment.  A natural hierarchy amongst villages in northwest Connecticut emerged.  

Certain locations obtained a “central importance” to the provision of goods and services, 

including noneconomic and cultural offerings (Wood, 1997, p. 90-91).16   As regional roads 

improved, traders earned greater profits on value-added products.  This supported the 

development of large industries (Gordon, 2000, p. 14). 

 In some localities, factories and mills assumed a civic and political role in their village.  

Water-powered manufacturers, physically bound to their location, often invested in their 

communities.  They built streets, schools, public buildings, and public works knowing their input 

guaranteed a furnished workforce.  The operations of these rural mills exhibited old-world, 

apprenticeship traditions.  Citizens viewed the rural mills in a more paternalistic light than urban 

industries.  To many of these Congregationalist proprietors, “the moral aspect of manufacturing 

took precedent over the arguments for economic independence” (Grant, 1974a, p. 116).  

                                                           
15 For further clarification, one or more villages may exist within a town.  
16 Wood discusses the theory of “Central Place” in The New England Village, published 1997.  His viewpoint 
combines that of a geographer and an economist.  He supposes village settlement can be defined by laws of 
economic behavior.   
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However, as the pace of industrialization increased and margins shortened, many small mill 

towns lost their endearing qualities (Gordon, 2000, p. 81). 

 Grace Pierpont Fuller, who published An Introduction to the History of Connecticut as a 

Manufacturing State in 1915, highlighted the important distinction between the state’s political 

and economic divisions.  In referencing Pease and Niles’ Gazetteer of Connecticut and Rhode 

Island from 1819, she described a diffuse economy before the rise of industry.  The Gazetteer 

gave “full weight to every beginning of manufacture” in each town, painstakingly reporting 

every mill, workshop, or manufactory that could be given a name.  Interestingly, it noted when 

products were “sent abroad” or if of “extensive scale,” but did not provide specific figures.  At 

this point in time, Connecticut did not have any location fit to be called a “manufacturing town.”  

In 1818, the state had only five cities—New Haven, New London, Hartford, Norwich, and 

Middletown—and 38 towns, in which agriculture was the most common occupation.  The 

economies of these rural towns were localized (Fuller, 1915, p. 4-5, 10).   

 As Fuller articulated in her assessment of the Gazetteer, a Town did not signify a 

collection of houses, but rather described a political division, a township.  Bound on all sides by 

other towns, it never exists in the middle of uncharted lands, as found in Southern states.  Early 

manufactories, despite their pervasiveness within every town, constituted only a small portion of 

each town’s population.  The real ‘manufacturing villages’ that developed in the following 

decades were not yet conceived (Fuller, 1915, p. 12).     

By 1839, the state’s population had grown to nearly 300,000:  51,141 in Hartford County 

and 42,855 in Litchfield County (Mitchell, 1839, p. 222).  The population was distributed among 

rural towns, with only port towns amounting to any considerable size.  By this measure, 

Connecticut was still “not predominantly a manufacturing state.”  Less than 20 per cent of the 
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population lived in towns larger than 5,000.  However, this was about to change with the 

expansion of metalworking (Grant, 1974a, p. 230). 

 Between 1870 and 1880, Connecticut transformed into an urban state.  Although nearly 

two-thirds of the state had been cleared for agriculture, barren fields began to revert back to 

woodland (Milne, 1995, p. 2).  Fuller concluded that, because a commercial center like New 

York and Boston never developed, the transition from agrarian to urban was due to the 

emergence of industry and manufacturing.  Furthermore, Connecticut needed to import (in dollar 

equivalents) approximately three-quarters of its agricultural consumption (Fuller, 1915, p. 54-5). 

 

Enterprise at the Forefront 

Connecticut presented—doubtless in common with the other southern New 
England states—a phenomenon in industrial development never seen before: a 
state in the process of changing from the handicraft system of industry into the 
factory system, without going through the intermediate change of the domestic 
system.  It was, moreover, a state with a new attitude toward mechanical 
employment.17  
 

 Fast-growing market villages already engaged in regional trade attracted merchant 

capitalists.  By the early 19th century, many farmers were to pursuing new, lucrative endeavors.  

These occupations offered a greater margin for investment compared to traditional agriculture.  

Overpopulation in Connecticut made agriculture a poor profession and ultimately encouraged the 

development of industry (Wood, 1997, p. 99).  Imports from western states tightened the market 

on Connecticut-made goods.  As a result, manufacturers adapted their business approach in two 

ways:  one, they manufactured their products for national markets; and two, they responded to 

the scarcity of factory workers by inventing labor-saving machinery (Fuller, 1915, p. 47).   

                                                           
17 Fuller, 1915, p. 46. 
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 Small-scale manufacture occurred in even the smallest, most-remote towns.  Employing 

their mechanical skills, farmers could earn a fairly high standard of living.  Economic and the 

cultural circumstances prompted apt and eager citizens to engage in manufacture at an 

increasingly larger scale.  In 1840, over one-sixth of Connecticut’s population, approximately 

310,000 people, engaged in manufacturing.18  This accounted for 2,166 factories representing 87 

different manufactures (Fuller, 1915, p. 27; Jenkins, 1925, p. 352-353). 

Mills could be found throughout the region.  Mill villages—such as Lowell, Lawrence, 

and Manchester in Massachusetts—developed into industrial cities.  Manufacturing initially 

sought advantageous locations where raw resources and waterpower were abundant.  The 

distribution of factories overlaid the prevailing settlement patterns.  Although, 60 per cent of the 

Connecticut’s population lived in towns with less than 3,000 inhabitants in 1840, cities were 

steadily growing (Fuller, 1915, p. 15, 45; Wood, 1997, p. 110-112). 

A fundamental shift occurred with the introduction of the railroad (Figure 1.11).  

Hardware mills established before 1850 generally retained a connection with their local 

agricultural society, and displayed “a less self-conscious industrialism than contemporary” 

industries.  Company-sponsored workers’ housing was unusual in these early villages, because 

they continued to rely on locally-sourced labor.  A clear exception, and perhaps the only one, is 

Collinsville (Roth, 1981, p. xviii).   

Industries experienced a surge in competition with the expansion of railroads, requiring 

them to decrease production costs and liabilities.  Railroads fueled a new type of industrialization 

that divorced manufacturing from the landscape.  It connected factories to larger markets, 

supplied coal, and transported workers.  Simultaneously, steam power began to replace 

waterpower.  From the mid-19th century onward, industry followed the rail network, antiquating 
                                                           
18 ‘Manufacturing,’ in this case, excludes farm industries. 
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the river network of the state’s first factories.  These new companies deviated in form, facility, 

function, and inherently in their urban setting from the traditional village industry (Jenkins, 1925, 

p. 351-352; Stilgoe, 1982, p. 28). 

As these home industries evolved into partnerships, corporations, and large companies, 

greater consideration was given to their administration.  In 1818, only 38 manufacturing 

companies had incorporated, as required by state charter.  Connecticut legislature, by 1850, 

leveraged control over the financial responsibilities of the state’s large industries.  As described 

by Morse, this “extensive governmental interference” on business was still limited, as the general 

population strongly favored laissez-faire governance.19   In the early 19th-century, politicians had 

little interest in the regulation of small, home industries (Morse, 1933, p. 13, 233).   

By 1900, nearly 50 per cent of Connecticut’s inhabitants resided in urban centers with 

populations that exceeded 25,000 people.  Urban industries recruited foreign-born workers, both 

skilled and unskilled, resulting in a predominantly immigrant population.  This is evident in 

census records; in 1900, only 40 per cent of the state’s residents could claim two American-born 

parents (Roth, 1981, p. xxiv).  The U.S. Census for 1900-1905 revealed Connecticut’s 

prominence in manufacturing nationally.  The state produced 80.7 per cent of the nation’s rolled 

brass and copper wares, 72.2 per cent of ammunition, 69.4 per cent of clocks, 66.9 per cent of 

plated ware, 51.6 per cent of brass ware, and 46.9 per cent of hardware (Fuller, 1915, p. 3).   

Railroads initiated early industry, but also choked agriculture.  Grain and produce 

growers from the American Midwest soon outcompeted Connecticut’s rock-laden farmsteads.  

Farming continued to decline in the 20th century (Figure 1.12).  The Connecticut River Valley 

retained some of the state’s last profitable agriculture—tobacco (Milne, 1995, p. 13).  

                                                           
19 In 1933, Jarvis Means Morse authored A Neglected Period of Connecticut’s History, 1818-1850, where he 
evaluated the rise and development of the state.  He goes about this by describing the interconnected physical, 
social, and political changes. 
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Forestry employed few in the state by the 20th century with one exception in the 1930s.  

The Civilian Conservation Corps (CCC) deployed in Connecticut’s second-growth woodlands to 

thin and harvest fuel wood.  The state’s 22 CCC camps had a total of 30,000 men.  With the sale 

of the wood, Connecticut returned more money to the federal treasury than all the other states 

combined.  The last of the commercially viable white pine stands disappeared during this period.  

Previously, the railroads had used local white pine for ties, retaining walls, and fences.  The state 

did not have appreciable virgin forest in excess of 1,000-acres. (Milne, 1995, p. 2, 36-38; 

Baldwin, 1949, p. 9, 93).   

 

Conclusion 

 Connecticut’s early industrial development reflected the state’s physical landscape and 

settlement patterns.  New towns emerged from the founding towns of Windsor, Wethersfield, 

and Hartford, and followed a structure typical to colonial New England.  The continuous 

partition and expansion of incorporated land spread into the northwest corner.  In this frontier, 

settlers discovered abundant rivers and steep hills, as seeded with rocks as with trees.  The land 

they tirelessly cleared using primitive tools proved only to be suitable for pasture, unlike the 

fertile valleys of the lowlands.  Yankees confronted these ill-endowed landscapes with 

persistence, industriousness, and wit.  At first the products of  home industries were rarely traded 

beyond local markets.   

To contend with meager crops, they harnessed the region’s other resources—iron, wood, 

and water.  The Berkshires contained high-grade iron, Connecticut’s only profitable mineral.  

Furnace camps at Salisbury and Kent produced iron that was consumed regionally for cannons, 

tools, and weaponry.  The iron industry set up furnaces along streams and quickly denuded the 
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landscape with their voracity for charcoal.  Farmers, exhausted by poor soil, looked to the 

prosperous ironworks for opportunities beyond the field.  Mills and rural factories cropped up 

along streams and creeks, forming a new economic structure dependent on water privileges.  

 Population growth led Connecticut to become the densest in the nation despite towns 

rarely exceeding 4,000 inhabitants.  Markets were limited by rough topography and poor roads.  

Slowly transportation improved—turnpikes to canals to railroads—and allowed industries to 

expand their markets.  Advancements in transportation, however, stratified the evolution of 

villages and towns.  Those accessed by railroad and powered by rivers cultivated industrious 

mill-villages, while rural farming centers stagnated.  Villages were driven by commerce and 

labor.  These “villes” each assumed a particular flavor, heavily influenced by their proprietor.  

Although located with the political confines of a town, manufacturing villages acted as miniature 

governments.  They provided social services, fire protection, allotted land, funded construction, 

and controlled commercial enterprises.  Factory employment paid more than farming and, as a 

result, Connecticut’s population began to urbanize.   

The end of agriculture and rise of technology served as a catalyst for urbanization.  This 

new type of industrialization did not follow development patterns of earlier centuries, predicated 

by natural resources and power sources.  The competitive business environment of the 20th 

century proved too much for many of these enterprises.  Mill-village companies either relocated, 

downsized, or closed; and following World War II, the former was nearly inevitable.  

The Collins Company, as discussed in the preceding chapter, exemplified the rise and fall 

of Connecticut manufacturing.  Sam Collins founded Collinsville strategically where 

waterpower, labor, and markets converged.  Displaying the upmost proof of Yankee 

determination, Collins led the company through an era of great technological advancement, 
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invention, and industrialization.  The developmental history of Collinsville, as follows, 

corroborates the unique historical form, function, and legacy of Connecticut mill villages. 
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Figure 1.1  Map of Connecticut, 1824.  The State is split by a central river and further by parallel 
mountain ridges (Finley, 1824, Plate 12). 
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Figure 1.2  Map of the Farmington River watershed imposed on hillshade.  The Town of Canton 
boundary is bolded (Data: CT Environmental Conditions Online, Center for Land Use Education and 
Research).   
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Figure 1.3  Path of the Farmington River, northwest corner of Connecticut, 1824.  The River flows 
southeast through Canton, northeast along the ridge, and empties into the Connecticut River in Windsor.  
Note: this map identifies a lower segment of the river as ‘Windsor River’ (Finley, 1824, Plate 12 
[Cropped by author]). 
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Figure 1.4  Development of ironworks along the Atlantic Coast.  In Connecticut, iron deposits are 
concentrated in the northwest corner (Paullin, 1932, p.  135 [Cropped by author]). 
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Figure 1.5  Map showing the concentration of iron and steel works, 1858.  Even with the expansion of 
mines in Pennsylvania and along the Appalachia, Salisbury iron maintained its reputation and demand.  
(Paullin, 1932, p.  135 [Cropped by author]). 
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Figure 1.6  Distribution of farmland in Connecticut.  The land most apt for agriculture is located in the 
Connecticut River Valley; whereas the soil in the northwest corner is thin and rocky (Data:  CT 
Environmental Conditions Online, Center for Land Use Education and Research). 
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Figure 1.7  Map of the nation’s post roads in 1834.  Roads converged in the center of Connecticut 
(outlined in red) at Hartford, which was a major shipping port (Paullin, 1932, p. 138 [Cropped and edited 
by author]). 
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Figure 1.8  Map of navigable rivers and canals, 1930.  Navigable watercourses in Connecticut were 
limited to the Connecticut River and the Farmington Canal. (Paullin, 1932, p.  138 [Cropped and edited 
by author]).  
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Figure 1.9  Early railroad development in 1853, showing northwestern Connecticut.  Railroad 
development sought to connect inland cities and industries to port cities, however, topography restricted 
its routes.  Railroads are highlighted in red, blue, and yellow, while teal delineates the state boundary 
(Colton, 1853 [Cropped by author]). 
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Figure 1.10  Map of Connecticut towns and population concentrations.  Villages delineated within town 
boundaries fall under jurisdiction of the town.  Arrow identifies Collinsville (United States Bureau Of 
The Census, 1971 [Cropped by author]). 
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Figure 1.11  Map collection showing the growth of manufacturing and its concentration, 1849 
to 1919.  After railroad develop, in 1889, industry shifted from raw material to value-added 
products.  (Paullin, 1932, p 134 [Cropped by author]). 
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Figure 1.12  Map of railroads across the entire United States, 1860-1869.  Connecticut’s railroads were 
limited by north-south ridges.  New England’s agriculture lost profits when railroads infiltrated the fertile 
Mid-West. (Paullin, 1932, p 139 [Cropped by author]). 
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CHAPTER 2. 

THE COLLINS COMPANY AND THE GROWTH OF COLLINSVILLE 

 

Introduction 

Sometimes greatness begins in the most unlikely of places.  In 1826, three enterprising 

young men in their early twenties, trained in forging and casting, began to build an axe factory.  

Famed for its axes and machetes, their company became one of the most recognized edge tool 

companies in the world, and continued operations until 1966 (Collins Company, 1939, p. 10; 

Gordon, 2000, 77-8).   

This chapter outlines the Collins Company’s formation, development, and closure.  

Preceding the chronological history are two sections.  The first covers early edge tool 

manufacturing in Connecticut, and the second describes the process of axe production, using the 

Collins process.  The Collins Company owes its existence to both the Town of Canton and the 

ingenuity of three men.  Ample description is provided about the formation of the town, the 

development of the land, the division of its villages, and the available resources that attracted the 

Company’s founders.  The following sections divide the Collins Company’s operation into ten 

eras, each defined by market trends, events, or  developments.  Elisha K. Root is recognized for 

his contributions to factory processes, die casting patents, and his influence on the 

industrialization of the Company in a short section.   

From the beginning, the Collins Company factory grew alongside its village.  In the 

1840s, the Company made its first machete and was soon exporting thousands to Latin America.  

The introduction of the railroad in 1850 spurred immense expansion, which lasted through the 

Civil War.  During the Reconstruction Era, the Collins Company prospered, as reflected in their 
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production rates and constant factory construction.  Although the advent of motorized tools—

notably the chainsaw and tractor—caused the discontinuance of some production lines, the 

foreign demand for machetes continued to grow.  By the 1930s, production continued but not at 

the rate of times past.  Arguably the fatal blow was dealt by the Flood of 1955, which destroyed 

a third of the factory and devastated the village.  The combination of increased tariffs, profitable 

overseas factories, the flood, and rising costs to maintain production in Collinsville resulted in 

the closure of the Company in 1966.  Although rumors of closure began years before, it became 

reality only when the factory fell silent and the village was left without its major source of 

employment.    

 

Edge Tool Manufacturing in Connecticut 

 For many settlers, their first industry was the improvement of land.  To clear properties, 

trees required cutting and this meant that Americans needed edge tools.  Before the emergence of 

factory-produced tools, local smiths made axes and scythes for their community.  Nevertheless, 

many settlers still relied on the more-durable English imports (Gordon, 2000, p. 77-78; Taber, 

1955, p. 3).   

 Early American cutlers were often trained abroad and confined their work to a single 

operation or product.  A blacksmith, in contrast, was a jack-of-all-trades—able to forge, harden, 

temper, and grind a variety of tools.  By nature of their craft, a blacksmith’s products varied in 

quality and were often simple in design.  As with many of the state’s manufactories, the small 

operations began to integrate factory methods into production to meet the needs for more 

products (Taber, 1955, p. 1-2, 4; Collins Company, 1939, p. 3).   
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In 1794, the United States Armory was founded in Springfield, Massachusetts, attracting 

mechanics and trained smiths from around the nation.  Springfield Armory was one of the 

nation’s first manufacturers of weaponry and it led the way for dozens of arms and tools 

manufacturers in the Connecticut River Valley.  By 1795, America was making most of its own 

axes and an increasing number of other tools.  Prior to this, Great Britain and Germany 

controlled the American cutlery market.1  At first, American cutlery and edge tool manufacturers 

relied on raw materials from Europe, such as grindstones from the Lake Huron area, Nova 

Scotia, or England (Taber, 1955, p. 2-3, 7-8, 38). 

The centers of hardware production in Connecticut were not destined by the presence of 

raw material, because most “towns suffered uniformly low resource endowments” (Roth, 1981, 

p. xvi).  Instead, production needed to specialize.  Connecticut factories strove to offer their 

products at the regional market because business would only be feasible if its exports exceeds its 

inputs.   

 These factories produced a diverse line of tools and axes, including:  Yankee axes, 

turpentine-making axes, miners’ axes, double-bitts, broadaxes, South American axes, West 

Indies axes, adzes, hatchets, machetes, cane-knives, cleavers, hoes, picks, and sledges.2  Plows, 

whose blade qualified them as edge tools, were commonly manufactured alongside these hand 

tools.  Cast steel plows quickly earned a better reputation than their former counterpart, sheet 

steel plows.3  By 1840, Connecticut and Massachusetts workshops produced 29% of the nation’s 

                                                           
1 As defined, cutlery and edge tools are not mutually exclusive.  An edge tool—a tool with a sharp cutting edge—
could be described as cutlery, which is defined as edged or cutting tools, more specifically, for the cutting and eating 
of food (Merriam-Webster, 2015). 
2 This list is based on examples relayed by Greeley in his 1872 account of the Collins & Company production.  They 
reflect the company’s international customer base, though not exhaustively. 
3 The Collins’ “cast cast-steel” plow, produced as Eclipse Gang plows and Smith plows were manufactured 
extensively, being well-received in the Southeastern and Midwestern farmlands.  The traditional way of plow 
manufacturing involved rolling sheet steel into a blade.  Farmer F.F. Smith of Illinois contacted Collins & Co. about 
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hardware and cutlery.  This number doubled in the following two decades (Greeley, 1872, p. 

133-137; Taber, 1955, p. 10).   

 Hartford was the state’s preeminent industrial city of the early 19th century, and incubated 

a vast number of inventors and manufacturing companies.  Hardware and machines were the 

city’s bread and butter.  Its technological advancement was prompted by the founding of two 

arms factories:  the Colt Armory in 1848 and the Sharps Rifle Manufacturing Co. in 1852.  

Notable inventors led Hartford’s factories, many of which are still recognizable today:  Robbins 

and Lawrence (Sharps), Samuel Colt, Pratt and Whitney, and Billings and Spencer.  One of the 

most notable Connecticut inventors was Elisha K. Root.  Root began his career at the Collins 

Company, rapidly making his way up the ranks.  He was wooed away by Samuel Colt to 

Hartford, where he served as Colt’s superintendent.  Root later became a distinguished inventor 

of formed metal-goods production at the Colt Armory, largely because he refined the process of 

drop-forging.  Building on the work of Robbins and Lawrence, who used drop-hammers to forge 

gun parts in the early 1850s, Root devised “multiple-drop, screw operated hammers which, if not 

inherently more accurate than the prior equipment, allowed substantially faster forging” (Roth, 

1981, p. xix-xxi).     

 

Axe Manufacturing  

 Horace Greeley, in his 1872 review of prominent industries in the country, The Great 

Industries of the United States, proclaimed axe manufactory as one of the largest and most 

important businesses.  The industry required an immense capital and skilled laborers to produce 

blades of good quality.  Few people recognize the composition of an axe head is made in two 

                                                                                                                                                                                           
an improvement on plow technology (Figure 2.2).  He was invited to Collinsville where he invented and patented 
the method of casting plow plates (Greeley, 1872, p. 138-139; Smith, 1864).   
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parts.  The poll is the interior head of iron and the steel bitt makes up the cutting blade.  The 

place where they are joined may be recognized by a faint line about 3-inches from the head of 

the axe (Greeley, 1872, p. 123, 129-130).  

 Axes and similar edge tools require a sequence of specialized processes and treatments.  

Their production includes forging, forming, testing, grinding, tempering, polishing, applying 

finishes, and installing the handle.  Steel, the compound of iron and carbon, must be properly 

tempered to just the right hardness for use as an edge (Collins Company, 1939, p. 3-4; Greeley, 

1872, p. 127).   

 In the making of an axe, first, bars of iron are placed in trough-like furnace, alternating 

the layers of irons with pulverized charcoal.  Over a course of five days, the furnace is heated, 

after which the high temperature is maintained, and then lowered during five days of cooling.  

This process results in “blistered” steel, a critical material in tools.  The metal’s chemical 

structure has been changed and crystallized.  These easily fractured pieces are placed in 

crucibles, and once again set into a furnace.  This furnace is set into the floor of the foundry and 

heats the young steel for 4-hours at a heat of 2760 degrees Fahrenheit, thus forming iron bars or 

ingots.  Next, the bars are hammered using a trip-hammer, either driven by a waterwheel or 

steam, and cemented together with borax.  They then pass through rollers and more hammering 

ensues (Greeley, 1872, p. 128-129).  After this process, the material’s structure is uniform and 

not brittle.  The long bars are heated enough to be easily clipped into uniform pieces using a 

specialized machine.  This composes the steel bitt of an axe.    

Concurrently, a pair of dies shape iron bars into the form of an axe, and another machine 

punches a hole for the handle, forming the iron poll.  Workers mount bitts around the iron polls, 

which are then heated and hammered to fuse the pieces together.  Attention turns to the blade, 
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which is ground into a sufficient edge (Figure 2.1).  The refined axes move onward to the 

tempering room.  In uniform batches, the axes are submerged in a cooling bath of salts and other 

substances.  Slowly, they are retracted from the bath, reheated slowly, and then rapidly cooled 

with another water-bath.  It takes a skilled workman to judge when the metal is properly 

tempered; he ascertains its quality partly by color and partly by “certain indescribable signs and 

instincts his practice has given him” (Greeley, 1872, p. 131).  Its finishing grinding occurs before 

the axe is polished and the poll coated in asphaltum (Greeley, 1872, p. 130-133).  Upon a final 

inspection, the blade is complete, assuming its quality passes muster. 

 Quality control distinguished reputed manufacturers from hasty sub-quality competitors.  

The Collins Company was obsessed with perfection and its reputation.  The Company took care 

to inspect products before they left the shop, as the slightest defect or lapse in standard 

threatened their reputation.  Sam Collins’ formative leadership instilled three principles that 

defined the Company:  to manufacture upon a large scale, to organize with small divisions of 

labor, and to have “a most persistent and rigid system of inspection” (Greeley, 1872, p. 141).   

 

The Founders and the Establishment of the Company 

 Samuel W. Collins (1802-1871) was born and raised in Middletown, Connecticut.  As the 

son of a prominent lawyer, he was as thorough as he was bright.  At 13 years old, Sam and his 

younger brother, David, were sent to work for their uncles, Edward and David Watkinson, who 

were iron merchants in Hartford, Connecticut.  The Watkinsons served as role models to these 

young apprentices.  They impressed upon the Collins brothers the potential wealth and esteem 

earned by fair business and a knowledge of one’s craft.  William Wells, a cousin around their 
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age, was also employed by the Watkinsons, and would later become the Collins’ business partner 

(Sears, 1906, p. 11; The Collins’ Co., 1935, p. 5; Grant, 1974a, p. 49).  

 Samuel W. Collins first engaged in mercantile business but longed to make a name for 

American manufacturing.  He was convinced that there was great potential in the manufacture of 

axes and was determined to create a business of quality American tools.  Collins was not just a 

budding businessman, but a citizen concerned with the order of communities and civic 

responsibility.  Collins, as his diary reveals, possessed a “shrewd, hard sense, ingenuity, and 

practical sagacity which characterize the New Englander” (Greeley, 1872, p. 127).   

In 1826, the partners in business, William Wells, David and Samuel Collins set out to 

find a site for the factory.  It needed to provide both sufficient waterpower and nearness to 

Hartford for business and material trade.  They soon found the old Humphrey grist mill, with its 

breast waterwheel fed by a reliable river.  The three men bought the grist mill, a saw mill, water 

privileges, and a “few acres of ground” on the east side of the Farmington River in Canton 

(Collins Company, 1867).  It was in this old mill that the Collins Company came into being 

(Gordon, 2000, p. 77-78; The Collins’ Co., 1935, p. 7; Sears, 1906, p. 11; Collins Co. Box, “The 

Iron Age, July 1, 1869”).  

 

The Site in the Town of Canton 

Canton was first settled in 1737 as West Simsbury, a parish of the bordering town, 

Simsbury.  A meeting house was constructed in 1763 at Canton Center.  The Ecclesiastical 

Society of West Simsbury incorporated as the Town of Canton through an act of the Connecticut 

General Assembly in 1806.  Its formation, similar to the division and setting off of Swiss 

cantons, inspired the adoption of the name.  It measures roughly 8 miles north to south, and 1.5 
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to 3 miles in width, with the Farmington River establishing its western boundary.  The town 

developed three distinct villages—North Canton, Canton Center, and Collinsville (South 

Canton)—each around a founding church.  Early on, North Canton and Canton Center developed 

as agrarian villages, taking advantage of abundant forest reserves and streams (Canton Sesqui-

centennial Committee, Inc., 1956, p. 5, 7, 16; Trumbull, 1886, p. 67-71; Kennedy, 1975).   

The Albany Turnpike, a stagecoach line from Hartford to Albany, New York, that was 

laid out in the 1790s, cut through Canton.  The turnpike contributed to the geographic and 

economic development of the town.  It allowed some of Canton’s domestic industries to market 

their products in the broader region.4   While the Canton Center village developed along Albany 

Turnpike and south of Mount Horr, the Collins Company built its factory at the southernmost 

extremity of the town along the Farmington River, where it slipped between Sweetheart 

Mountain and Huckleberry (Whortleberry) Hill.5  The Humphrey’s gristmill sat at an 

advantageous hook in the river, a rocky spur off the western slopes of Huckleberry Hill (Fuller, 

1915, p. 18; Canton Sesqui-centennial Committee, Inc., 1956, p. 11).   

 

Formation of a Company and Village (1826-1833) 

 The Collins brothers and Wells immediately began to construct a factory complex. The 

most essential items were breast waterwheels, triphammers, and Salisbury Iron.  In 1827, 

quarrying commenced on the eastern hill overlooking the river for the first factory building and a 

heavy stone wall that was needed to reinforce a raceway.  The raceway was located where part of 

                                                           
4 These industries included gristmills, powder mills, dairies, distilleries, carriage makers, tobacco producers, and 
charcoal furnaces. 
5 For geographic references and place names, refer to USGS “Granby, CT Quadrangle,” 1890-2; USGS 
“Farmington, CT Quadrangle,” 1906; and USGS “Collinsville, CT Quadrangle,” 1951. 
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the Farmington River fanned across the exposed bedrock basin (Grant, 1974a, p. 49; Collins 

Company, 1867).   

Soon, they removed the old frame Humphrey sawmill and built the Old Stone Shop 

(1827-1906), which was powered by a breast waterwheel (Figure 2.3).6  As the new factory 

began to take shape under the direction of Sam Collins, so did the village.  The Company’s land 

holding extended far east onto Huckleberry Hill and north into the woodland valley, allowing 

Collins to dictate its development.  Three streets, descending the hill toward the river, were laid 

out:  North, Main, and South.  They were intersected from the north by Center Street, which 

connected to the old road to Farmington, also known as the Huckleberry Hill Road.  Over time, 

more streets were added in a rectilinear arrangement, from west to east:  Front Street, Market 

Street, River Street, then Center Street, and East Street.  Sam Collins’ first house was constructed 

at the corner of First and South streets in 1827 by the Company.  It was a 2-story frame house, 

which was added to in the following years.7  The Company also built two frame boarding houses 

and multiple duplex dwellings.  The duplexes were 1 ½-stories simple frame houses with a 

shared central chimney.  Each unit contained a kitchen, a parlor, a first-floor bedroom for a 

boarder, and two bedrooms on the second level (Collins Company, 1867; Ayres & Taylor, 2013, 

22, 55, 57). 

In 1828, Collins persuaded Oliver Crouch to run his stage coach through the village to 

Hartford, rather than follow the Albany Turnpike.  This, he hoped, would secure a post office in 

the village.  Due to the Post Master’s rejection of “South Canton” as the name for the new post 

office and Collins’ dissatisfaction with a those recommended, the village did not receive its 

                                                           
6 The date of construction and demolition/alteration for buildings and structures are included in parentheses.  In 
some cases the dates are approximate depending on documentation available.    
7 In 1936, Sam Collins’ first house was demolished, and the land sat vacant for many years (Ayres & Taylor, 2013, 
p. 55).  A new house now occupies the lot. 
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official post office until December 1831.  Against Collins’ wishes, the post office was called 

Collinsville (Henry, 1995, p. 12; Collins Co. Box, “The Iron Age, July 1, 1869;” Greeley, 1872, 

p. 127; Trumbull, 1886, p. 75; Kennedy, 1975).8   

The Collins’ axe works grew steadily in the following years.  In 1828, the Trip-Hammer 

Shop (1828-1865) was built east of the Old Stone Shop.  Trip-hammers, powered by undershot 

wheels in the raceway, were first put into operation in 1828, increasing production to 8 axes per 

day per man.  By 1829, production increased to 10 axes.  The factory complex expanded, adding 

the Grinding Shop (1829-1854), the Forging Shop (1829-), and the Lehigh Coal Fire Shop 

(1829-1867) around the forebay.9   The Collins’ forge shops burned anthracite coal and used 

waterwheel-driven bellows.  The Collins Company was reported to be the first edge tool maker 

in the world to use coal.  It replaced the demand for charcoal, previously sourced from the 

yellow and white pine forests of the region (Ayres & Taylor, 2013, p. 16, 20; The Collins’ Co., 

1935, p. 8-9; Grant, 1974a, p. 51). 

Collins strove to run a manufactory where its workers were efficient, productive, and 

never wasteful.  He also acknowledged the dangerous conditions inherent to metalworking.  To 

reduce labor and unhealthy grinding conditions, Collins began to devise new techniques and 

machines.  The opening of the Farmington Canal in 1829 facilitated the movement of raw 

materials and products.   Nevertheless, coal, grindstones, and iron had to be transported overland 

six miles from the canal depot in Farmington.  The canal also helped the Collins Company 

                                                           
8 Dozens of sources reference Collins’ aversion for “ville” in Collinsville, which he thought was “Frenchified.”  He 
would have preferred Collinsford or Valley Forge.  Factory towns were often denoted by adding “ville” to the 
proprietor’s name (Gordon, 2000, p. 76). 
9 “Lehigh fires” refers to high quality anthracite coal, sourced from Lehigh, Pennsylvania.  Compared to bituminous 
coal, anthracite burned hotter and cleaner.  Prior to coal, the company burned locally sourced charcoal.  Trumbull 
states that coal was first introduced to production in 1829 (The Collins’ Co., 1935, p. 9; Trumbull, 1886, p. 75). 
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market its edge tools throughout the northeast region (Gordon, 2000, p. 15, 155-156; Roth, 1981, 

p. 183). 

In 1830, the first Company Office Building (1830-1867) was built at the corner of Main 

and Front streets.  This 2-story frame building also served as a post office, school, library, town 

hall, and a space for church services.  In the same year, the Old Hotel (1830-1925) opened on 

River Road near the river’s upper pond (Ayres & Taylor, 2013, p. 33, 50, 51). 

Business grew quickly and, by 1831, orders were rushing in.  The Company sold axes at 

$20 per dozen.  Sampson and Tisdale of New York’s order of 1,500 dozen nearly paralyzed 

production, which was not prepared for that rate of manufacture.  To meet this demand, Collins 

knew he needed to increase his workforce.  The only way that he would be able to attract skilled 

laborers to work at his factory would be by providing housing (The Collins’ Co., 1935, p. 7-8).     

Between 1831 and 1832, Collins contracted the construction of over 90 housing units for 

his employees (Figure 2.4).  Twenty-one double-houses were completed on North, East, and 

Main streets in 1831 to house new workers. 10  Employment steadily increased and, the following 

year, the Company built an additional 24 duplexes and some dwellings on both the east and west 

sides of the river.  A new two-part wooden bridge connected these dwellings to the factory.  

Similar to the duplexes, these dwellings accommodated a worker, his family, and a boarder.  

Tenements boarding cost $1.50 per week and a company house cost $25 per year.11   Also in 

1832, the Collins Company purchased land on the western slopes of Huckleberry Hill for the 

Village Cemetery.  Its first burial was a Company employee (Collins Company, 1867; Ayres & 

Taylor, 2013, p. 48, 57, 63; Grant, 1974a, p. 51; Henry, 1995, p. 12; Gordon, 2000, p. 117). 

                                                           
10 Double-houses refer to side-by-side connected dwellings, often called “duplexes.” 
11 In the early 19th century, Collins Company workers were paid between $12-16 monthly (The Collins’ Co., 1935, 
p. 8).   
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 In September of 1833, Hartford banks demanded Collins’ immediate payment of his 

loans.  In due time, they were paid in full, but financial woes prompted Collins to incorporate his 

business.  To spread liability and allow a greater company capital, Collins was forced to 

reorganize the Company’s management.  In 1834, the company incorporated as The Collins 

Manufacturing Company, removing Collins from the primary leadership position.  The new 

board included president George Handy of Philadelphia, secretary Thomas Perkins of Hartford, 

and placed Collins as agent and treasurer.  The Board of Directors included some of the 

wealthiest figures in Hartford.  The Company retained “Collins & Co.” in their marketing and 

labeling (The Collins’ Co., 1935, p. 11-13; Henry, 1995, p. 15).12  

 

The Contributions of Elisha K. Root 

Elisha K. Root (1808-1865) first came to Collinsville from Windsor, Vermont, in 1832.  

He was immediately put to work as a machinist.  The young man showed promise as a mechanic 

and inventor, helping the Company to initiate the use of dies and shaping machines.  These 

innovations eliminated much of the grinding necessary to produce a quality blade.  His machines 

rolled the hot iron to form the axe bodies, stamped out the eye, and a separate shaving machine 

refined the shape of the axe.  These machine-based processes to form metal revolutionized the 

entire field of metalworking.  Before Root’s contributions smiths labored away, tediously 

tending trip-hammers only to produce eight to twelve axes each day.  Root’s inventions 

transformed the factory workflow to allow it to produce a staggering 350 axes each day (Henry, 

1995, p. 12; Taber, 1955, p. 40; Gordon, 2000, p. 14, 116-117; Roth, 1981, p. 78).   

                                                           
12 Again, in 1843, it reorganized and Sam Collins resumed leadership.  Thereafter, it became The Collins Company 
(Henry, 1995, p. 15).   
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As he rose to become superintendent and chief advisor, Root increased the output of the 

factory (Roth, 1981, p. 78; The Collins’ Co., 1935, p. 8).  In 1842, Collins sent Root to Europe to 

investigate cast steel manufacture.  British steel manufacturer James Boydell patented the 

“manufacture of metals for edge tools” in January of 1843 (Jeans, 1880, p. 32).  That is to say, 

the Collins Company strove to stay at the cusp of metallurgy invention.  Upon his return, the 

Company developed the production of “Firth’s Steel” made from imported Dannemora Swedish 

Iron.  These tools entered the market in 1849.  As a result, Collins reduced the Company’s use of 

Salisbury iron ore (Henry, 1995, p. 15; Grant, 1974a, p. 37).13 

Root left the Collins Company in 1850 to become superintendent of Colt Armory (Colt 

Arms Company) in Hartford.  He went on to perfect a new drop-hammer, revolutionizing the 

process of forging.  While edge tools did not require precision tolerances, Root also invented the 

process of precision die-forming, which was adopted by a number of other industries (Roth, 

1981, p. 51, 78).   

 

Civic Enterprise and Expansion (1834-1840) 

 Collinsville, the factory village conceived and nurtured by Sam Collins, became a special 

example of an early 19th century industrial settlement.  Even in its rural environment, the village 

exhibited enterprise and community planning.  Collins’ devotion to the village and its people was 

reflected in the Company’s values.  It was just as deeply invested in its civic organizations as it 

was in the quality of its edge tools (The Collins’ Co., 1935, p. 24; Bethea, 1991b).   

Sam Collins sought to develop a factory village void of the sins and ills of the time.  He 

was described as an “entrepreneur with democratic proclivities,” and was an adamant supporter 

                                                           
13 The iron produced in Salisbury, Connecticut, earned a reputation for “its superior tensile strength” and was 
favored by Collins (Grant, 1974a, p. 37).  Its popularity among Connecticut manufacturers waned in the mid-19th 
century, when the railroad sourced cheaper ore. 
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of those with good intentions (Grant, 1974b).  He renounced the sale and consumption of liquors, 

going as far as placing restrictions in the deeds of properties he sold and rented.  He believed that 

intoxicating spirits endangered the productivity of his workers and the moral expectations he 

held to them.  In some cases, Collins cared for the welfare of his workers over the profits of the 

Company (Sears, 1906, p. 11; N.A., 1871, p. 2).  

Congregational services in Collinsville began in 1831, and were held in the Collins & 

Co.’s office building.  In 1836, the Company paid $4,000 for the construction of the village’s 

First Congregational Church (1836-1856).  The Collins Company owned the church and leased it 

to the Ecclesiastical Society without charge and as long as the building was insured and repaired.  

The Congregational Church stood at the southern terminus of The Green at the center of the 

village (Historic Buildings of Connecticut, website; Trumbull, 1886, p. 71).   

It is commonly believed that The Green was laid out under the direction of Sam Collins.  

Located between Main Street and South Street, the rectangular greensward was crossed 

diagonally by carriage paths and encircled by pedestrian paths (Figure 2.5).  Collins planted elms 

in 1836 along the Green with the intention of creating a tunnel enclosure (Luce, 1946, p. 193; 

Ayres & Taylor, 2013, p. 52).14  The large single-family houses around The Green were 

occupied by Company executives.  Workmen and their families rented duplexes or boarded in 

tenements.  In 1837, the Company built new tenements on both sides of the river to 

accommodate a growing workforce.  Tradesmen and managers either owned or rented modest 

dwellings throughout the village, which were often owned by the Company.  Land use patterns 

naturally emerged, preceding the implementation of zoning by nearly a century (Collins 

Company, 1867; Ayres & Taylor, 2013, p. 48).  

                                                           
14 Nearly 80 years later, these trees succumbed to Dutch Elm Disease (N.A., 1912a, p. 18). 
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In the 1830s, the Company built the Carpenter Shop (1833-1937) at the eastern terminus 

of Main Street and the Long Grinding Shop and Wheelhouse (1839-1955) along the mill’s 

tailrace.  The Wheelhouse contained three massive breast-waterwheels, which powered 24 

grindstones in the connected shop.  In 1837, the Company completed a new dam across the river 

in order to gain ‘head and fall’ for their waterwheels.  They also constructed a new bridge.  Upon 

completion, Collins handed over the deed for the bridge and highways to the Town of Canton 

without charge (Ayres & Taylor, 2013, p. 4, 18, 22, 25, 33; Collins Company, 1867).   

 

Expansion:  Domestic and Abroad (1840s) 

Soon the market for Collins’ tools stretched across the country and beyond.  Until the 

advent and expansion of railroads, Hartford served as a major port for inland Connecticut, 

receiving both domestic and foreign trading vessels.  Traders, leaving port in Hartford and New 

York, began to include Collins’ axes in their cargos as early as 1840 (The Collins’ Co., 1935, p. 

19; Luce, 1946, p. 115).      

By 1845, the Collins’ tools were admired by Central and South American traders.  In part 

this is because the production of edge tools met the needs of foreign markets.  The machete, a 

curved knife used as an all-purpose tool in the jungles of South America, proved to be a 

profitable product.  Some exporters requested specific machetes made to-order by providing 

wooden models for reference.15  The Company earned the respect of their South American 

customers by fulfilling these orders on request without alteration (Gordon, 2000, p. 116; Luce, 

1946, p. 115; Henry, 1995, p. 15; C., 1870).   

                                                           
15 Collins adjusted the factory’s production to accommodate the tools requested by customers, most notably from 
South and Central America.  The Company would often receive “very crude, native-made implements, wooden 
models, or outlines traced on paper,” and accompanied by a request for its production (The Collins’ Co., 1935, p. 
20). 
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 Collins imported materials from all over the world to manufacture edge tools.  

Grindstones were quarried from the Bay de Chaleau in Nova Scotia.  The stones were shipped to 

Long Island Sound and up the Connecticut River to Hartford, unloaded, and then hauled by 4- or 

6-ox teams to Collinsville.  These massive stones, measuring 6-feet in diameter and 1-foot thick, 

were carried over 15 miles on hilly, unimproved roads to the factory (The Collins’ Co., 1935, p. 

8; Collins Company, 1939, p. 11; Grant, 1974a, p. 49).   

In addition to its products, the Company was recognized for its politically active 

community.  An 1844 article in the Hartford Daily Courant, reprinted from the Rochester 

Democrat, declared the Collins Company the “largest axe manufactory in the world,” producing 

a staggering 800 axes per day.  The reporter was led through the factory, but was denied 

admittance into the Tempering Shop, where newly invented treatment processes were performed.  

Apparently, the Canton’s “enthusiastic” town meetings made an impression on the New York 

reporter, who described the local politics as being predominantly Whig, with active Loco-focos 

and abolitionists (N.A., 1844, p. 2).16 

Sam Collins’ success in labor relations was not earned without difficulty.  While he 

offered his employees a gentile village, the working conditions were hazardous, especially 

among grinders.  Collins wrote in 1845 that, with so many deaths among  the grinders, “no 

Yankee would grind” and Irish immigrants could not produce the quantity needed.  In order to 

address the scarcity of trained laborers, the Collins Company devised special contracts for their 

employees.  Even a common blacksmith, Collins remarked, required years of training to become 

proficient in metalworking.  The Company would employ workmen under agreement that they 

                                                           
16 The Loco-foco Party was a radical wing of the Democratic Party that formed in New York City in 1835 as the 
Equal Rights Party.  Earning their nickname from their opponents, they opposed state banks, tariffs, monopolies, and 
financial policies granting special privileges.  Membership reached a peak in 1840 at the passing of the 
Independence Treasury Act.  It faded in prominence over the following decade (Comegna, 2016). 
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would work for a number of years and receive a graduated pay once a year.  The annual earnings 

retained from their wages would only be paid once the worker earned an equal amount the 

following year.  Still, there were cases when experienced workmen left for higher wages 

elsewhere, forfeiting these holdings (Taber, 1955, p. 95, 100). 

 Increased business required new shops and forges.  The Inspector’s Forge Shop (1842-) 

was built in 1842 and served as the foreman’s office.  In 1845, the Company built the Box Shop 

(1845-1955) on the island and a Polishing Shop (1845-1865) with a wooden breast waterwheel, 

near the Grinding Shop.  Next, the Company built a 3-story, random ashlar masonry factory 

building using stone quarried from an outcropping south of Main Street.  A canal was dug 

parallel to the river’s eastern bank to power the shaft belts and waterwheels of the Granite 

Building (1846-), or New Stone Shop as it was called (Roth, 1981, p. 78; Ayres & Taylor, 2013, 

p. 6, 15, 20, 28, 39).   

By 1845, the Company employed over 175 men and made 198,000 axes each year.  The 

young Collinsville received recognition for its vitality and was a bustling place.  Collins eagerly 

employed Swedes, reputable for their skills in metallurgy, to work in the forges.  The Company 

built the Swedish Boarding House (c. 1840-1935), a 2-story frame tenement on the west side of 

the river for immigrants employed in the factory.  In 1848, the height of the dam was raised by 

two feet, requiring the replacement of the old gates and timber bulkheads.  The bridge that 

crossed the river was also replaced and, this time, fitted with separate footpaths (Fuller, 1915, p. 

32; Ayres & Taylor, 2013, p. 4, 58).  
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Railroad Expansion and Worldwide Recognition (1850s-1861) 

 Railroads did not precede industry in Connecticut, as in other states—rather they changed 

how industries developed.  Railroads provided a far superior manner to transport goods and 

materials, but they were limited by the topography.  It was easier to locate the tracks along 

former canal beds, in the lowlands, and along rivers.  At the outset, the Collins Company 

recognized the advantages of railroad transport.  

In 1850, Sam Collins lured the railroad to Collinsville by offering a right-of-way, land for 

a depot, and a $3,000 cash bonus.  He knew that the railroad would prove essential for the 

Company’s longevity and competitiveness.  The Company needed better means of importing raw 

materials and shipping their finished products.  The first train arrived in Collinsville in February 

of 1850.  The Collinsville Branch, as it came to be called, served the town for many years under 

control of the New Haven & Northampton Railroad (Henry, 1995, p. 12; Ayres & Taylor, 2013, 

p. 59-60; Collins Company, 1867; Miller, 2001, p. 8).17   

 The Collinsville Branch followed the Farmington River northward from where it 

diverged from the Northampton Branch in Unionville, 5-miles south of Collinsville.  The 

railroad crossed the Farmington River twice in Collinsville, requiring two bridges.  The first 

wooden railroad bridge, crossing the river south of the factory, was constructed in 1850.  The 

upper New Haven Railroad Bridge was a covered wooden bridge, crossing the river on large 

stone abutments.  The simple frame New Haven Railroad Depot and Freight Station (1850-) was 

built along the siding at the end of Main Street.  The Passenger Station (1850-1938) sat directly 

across the tracks.  Further south, near the canal, the railroad erected two coal sheds (USGS 

                                                           
17 Railroads in Connecticut constantly changed management as companies merged, reorganized, and folded.  The 
New York & Northampton Railroad (NYNRR) later became the New York, New Haven, & Hartford Railroad 
(NYNHHRR), the New Haven Railroad, and then the Central New England Railway (CNER). 
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“Granby, CT Quadrangle,” 1890-1892; Collins Company, 1867; Ayres & Taylor, 2013, p. 19, 

31, 60-62).   

In Latin America, the Collins’ machete was soon to gain profuse recognition.  The name 

“Collins” became synonymous for machete, matching their trademark “Legitimus,” Latin for 

genuine.  Greeley proclaimed, in 1872, that it is nearly impossible to sell an axe or machete in 

the West Indies and in South America that does not bear the Collins’ stamp.  Importers in Cuba 

sent orders for Collins’ machetes, having been dissatisfied by European imports.  As more orders 

arrived, the machete line was diversified and grew to over 150 different patterns (Henry, 1995, p. 

18; Greeley, 1872, p. 142; The Collins’ Co., 1935, p. 21).18   

 Soon the Collins’ tools were recognized worldwide.  By 1854, the Company’s capital had 

risen to $300,000.  Collins’ edge tools were sold throughout the United States, Canada, Mexico, 

Cuba, and South America.  They were used in Australia, New Zealand, the Dutch East Indies, 

Hawaiian Islands, Cape Town (South Africa), Switzerland, and the Philippians but were rarely 

found in most of Africa, where European makers still dominated the market.  A reporter from 

The Plough, The Loom, and The Anvil remarked the factory’s machinery to be “of the most 

powerful description, ingeniously constructed, and skillfully adapted” (N.A., 1854, p. 395).  At 

this point, the Collins Company employed 350 men, who worked thirteen water-wheels and were 

able to produce 1,500 to 2,000 edge tools per day.  This production rate required the annual 

consumption of 1,200-tons of iron, 200-tons of cast steel, and 2,000-tons of coal (Henry, 1995, p. 

18; N.A., 1854, p. 395).   

The Collins Company’s tools empowered both homesteaders and explorers in their 

expedition westward.  Perhaps John O’Sullivan imagined the likeness of the Collins’ Crown and 

Hammer when he coined the term manifest destiny in 1845.  Reliable, precise tools made 
                                                           
18 Over one hundred fifty machete patterns were reported in 1860.   
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westward expansion an act of industry.  The Collins Company introduced an agricultural 

innovation in 1860—the F.F. Smith’s cast steel plow (Figure 2.2).  The Homestead Act of 1862 

promised farmers 160-acres of fertile land in the American frontier.  Their eventual ownership of 

the land was, however, contingent on its improvement.  The Company’s products appeared in a 

handful of major world events.  Collins’ pikes armed John Brown’s raid on Harper’s Ferry, West 

Virginia, in 1859 (Roth, 1981, p. 78; Gordon, 2000, p. 116; Henry, 1995, p. 16; Independence 

Hall Association, 2018, p. 29, 41C, 32C).19   

The Collins Company curated a display of their premier tools at the 1851 Great 

International Exhibition in London.  Again, at the 1876 Philadelphia Centennial Exhibition, the 

Company displayed two large cases of its products (Figure 2.6).  The new “Crown and Hammer” 

trademark made its debut on this occasion (Henry, 1995, p. 16-18).  The display was reused in 

the 1876 Paris International Exposition.  Both events resulted in awards for the Company.  Praise 

from the French event commended the “American Axe, which first received its distinctive 

character at Collinsville,” for its superiority (N.A., 1878, p. 2).   

The Company’s worldwide respect sparked envy among competitors.  Knowing that 

nothing short of the best could compare to the Collins products, a number of European edge tool 

makers began to pass off their work as that of the Collins Company.  These counterfeits passed 

through England’s counting-rooms and threatened the Collins’ reputation.20  To stop this practice 

and claim right to the Collins name, the Company filed a lawsuit in 1859.  The case, Collins v. 

Reeves, gained national attention, as reported in the New York Tribune.  Despite their victory, 

                                                           
19 Multiple accounts have covered Collins’ involvement in the raid on Harper’s Ferry.  Sears states that the pikes 
used in the raid were obtained by H.R. Rust and Chas. Blair of Collinsville, Connecticut (Sears, 1906, p. 24-5).  
20 Mercantile counting-rooms processed imports and exports.  On the books, counterfeits were passed off as superior 
Collins’ edge tools. 
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trademark fraud by a German company occurred again the following year (Greeley, 1872, p. 

145; The Collins’ Co., 1935, p. 14).   

 

Civic Affairs, Enterprise, and Development (1850s-1861) 

The factory continued to grow, adding buildings to serve the railroad and a growing 

production line (Figure 2.7).  The Company erected the Upper Long Forge Shop (1852-) north of 

the railroad tracks, the Plow Forging Shop & Grinding Room (1852-1966) along Canal Street, 

the brick Dry Grinding Shop (1854-), and the Lower Forge/Trip-Hammer Shop (1859-) 

immediately south of the Granite Shop (Ayres & Taylor, 2013, p. 29-30, 41-42).21 

As Collinsville grew, it superseded Canton’s original village, which was located two 

miles away.  By 1854, Collinsville had 1,500 inhabitants (Luce, 1946, p. 193-194; N.A., 1854, p. 

395).  In an 1870 review of the factory and village, the Circular recounts the “snug village of 

Collinsville,” nearly owned by the Collins Company (C., 1870).  Town and Company public 

services developed cohesively during the formation of the village.  The Collins Company built 

stores and community buildings, funded church and village improvements, and contributed to the 

village’s bustling Main Street.  In 1853, the Collinsville Savings Society was chartered.  At first, 

it occupied the basement of the Collins Company office building (Roth, 1981, p. 78; Historic 

Buildings of Connecticut, website).   

The growing village population attended a great number of churches.  Collinsville’s first 

Catholic church was built in 1852.  Tragically in 1856 the Congregational Church burned to the 

                                                           
21 A typical 19th century foundry was a long, single story building, about 25-feet in height with a gable or nearly flat 
roof.  Above the single bay, monitors along the roof ridge provided necessary lighting and ventilation.  By the 
1880s, the most common form had three-bays, divided by rows of structural columns.  The Collins Company’s 
1850s forge shops display the characteristically high one-story, monitor-roof patterns.  Precursing contemporary 
industries, the Collins Company arranged its buildings to the workflow of manufacturing, thereby increasing 
efficiency (Roth, 1981, p. xxiii-xxiv). 
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ground.  The Greek Revival-style Collinsville Congregational Church (1857-) was rebuilt the 

following year with help from the Collins Company, physically and financially (Centennial 

Publication Committee, 1906, p. 38; Historic Buildings of Connecticut, website; Ayres & Taylor, 

2013, p. 53).   

Sam Collins wanted to provide a reputable school for the village’s children.  He deeded 

land on South Street and contributed $1,000 for the construction of Canton’s first High School 

(1853-1935).  Completed in 1853, the 2-story Italianate frame building with a bell tower was 

located west of the church.22  Its design was noted in The Connecticut Common School Journal, 

where it earned praise as a “model building,” with space for 300 students (Figure 2.8 and Figure 

2.9).  In 1856, general supervision of all school matters was granted to the Town of Canton from 

the Ecclesiastical Society (Ayres & Taylor, 2013, p. 54; P., 1854; Trumbull, 1886, p. 71).  

Although Sam Collins welcomed the railroad in the village, his house at that time was far 

too close to the tracks, which perturbed him greatly.  In 1853, he sold his house on South Street 

and moved into a newly constructed dwelling.  The Collins Mansion (1850-1912) was located at 

the end of West River Street (Collins Road).  The 23-room dwelling was built on 23 acres of 

land, contained the most convenient amenities, and delighted Collins’ business visitors (Ayres & 

Taylor, 2013, p. 55-56).23   

 

The American Civil War (1861-1865) 

During the Civil War and the years immediately following, the Company grew, adding a 

new dam, tenements, workshops, and machinery.  The outbreak of the war increased the nation’s 

demand for arms and weaponry.  The Collins Company produced officer’s swords and over 

                                                           
22 Later on, the school’s low-pitch roof was replaced with a side-gable (Figure 2.9). 
23 The Collins Mansion was destroyed by fire in 1912.  Two years later, St. Patrick’s Church purchased the land for 
a cemetery (Ayres & Taylor, 2013, p. 56).    
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200,000 bayonets for Springfield rifle-muskets.  The Company also produced bayonets for Colt’s 

Arms Company, Sharpe Rifle Company, and Springfield Armory.  As a result, the firm’s capital 

soon increased to $500,000 and, then to $1 million in 1866.  In 1868, the factory’s daily rate was 

over 5,000 tools.  This amounted to an annual consumption of 10,000 tons of Lehigh coal, 

20,000 bushels of charcoal, 5,000 tons of iron, and 1,000 tons of steel (Gordon, 2000, p. 116; 

Henry, 1995, p. 17; Roth, 1981, p. 78; The Collins’ Co., 1935, p. 14-15; Croffut, 1868, p. 1).  

 In 1863, the Company began to refine its own steel, thereby eliminating its reliance on 

imported metals from Sheffield, England.  The factory expanded to incorporate new 

metalworking processes with a cementation furnace to carburized steel.  Its new machinery 

included 33 melting holes, three Sellers steam hammers, 35 tool hammers, two boilers, one 

steam engine, and two trains of rollers.  Steel production operated at the Collinsville factory until 

it was discontinued in 1924 (Gordon, 2000, p. 117; The Collins’ Co., 1935, p. 14). 

  In the 1860s, the factory grew immensely (Figure 2.10).  The Company built the 

Machine/Plow Workshop (1863-c. 1950) on Canal Street, the Converting/Steel Shop (1863-) 

with “Bee Hive” ovens for carbonizing steel, the grouping of buildings known as the Steel 

Foundry & Rolling Mills (1864-c. 1960), a wheelhouse on the Granite Building to house a 48-

inch Dayton waterwheel, the Tempering Shop (c. 1865-1955) along the tailrace, the Grinding 

Shop (c. 1865-1955) to replace the Trip-Hammer Shop, two frame Axe Polishing Shops (1865-) 

to replaced three earlier shops around the forebay (Figure 2.11), the Plough Shop (1865-) on 

Front Street, the Iron Foundry Building (1866-1966) along the canal, the Charcoal House (1867-) 

off of Spring Street, and an expansion off the Iron Foundry, which included the Machine Shop, 

Wood Pattern Shop, and the Oil Storage Room (c. 1866-).  A Boiler House (1865-) with a tall 
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brick chimney contained the three steam boilers that heated the factory (Roth, 1981, p. 78;  

Ayres & Taylor, 2013, p. 26; Gordon, 2000, p. 117). 

Between 1860 and 1870, the factory’s workforce nearly doubled from 350 to 650 men 

(Roth, 1981, p. 78).   The Collins Company owned at least 195 dwelling units (Bethea, 1991b).  

The Company built two long boarding houses at the top of Main Street to house French Canadian 

employees.  Each of the French Blocks (1863-c. 1944) contained six tenements (Ayres & Taylor, 

2013, p. 57).  Although all workers lived in close proximity to the factory, the location of their 

residences depended on their position at the Company (Figure 2.12).  Duplexes and tenements 

were located nearest to the river and the forges.  Supervisors and businessmen owned or rented 

single family homes on Huckleberry Hill or north on Maple Avenue.  Sam Collins, perhaps, had 

the most desirable location:  on the western hillside overlooking the river (Figure 2.13).  

 

The Reconstruction Era (1865-1877) 

The Collins Company prospered in the years following the Civil War. Increased capital 

allowed the Company to invest in new technology, modernize the factory, and build its business 

image.  By now a prominent industry in the region, the Company was the driving force behind 

infrastructural improvements and water-rights distribution for the Farmington River.   

Sam Collins had long recognized that the most important resource for the factory was 

reliable waterpower.  The Collins Company, along with other Farmington River manufacturers, 

sought to secure headwater and water privileges.  Operating cooperatively, they formed the 

Farmington River Water Power Company (the Power Company).  In 1865, the Collins Company 

initiated the search for a suitable location to site a reservoir within the watershed (Gordon, 2000, 

p. 50).  The property deemed most appropriate was located in Otis, Massachusetts, and contained 
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the Rand, Messenger, and Cotton ponds (Figure 2.14).  These ponds drained into the Farmington 

River by way of Fall River.  Their acquisition allowed the Power Company to expanded the 

reservoir from 318 acres to over 1,500 acres.  The dam, composed of two earth-filled masonry 

walls, also provided a new public highway route to Otis.  A telegraph from the Collins Company 

office in Collinsville to a gatekeeper at Otis could relay instruction on the amount of water to be 

released into the Farmington River.  The Power Company also owned the outlet of Big Pond, 

covering an additional 350 acres north of the reservoir.24  Collins grasped the intricacies of 

hydrologic engineering and the complexities of river flow, and was a significant shareholder in 

the Power Company (USGS, 1974; Gordon, 2000, p. 50, 116; Collins Company, 1867).   

The main dam in Collinsville was rebuilt between 1867 and 1870.  The new stone-block 

dam was 300-feet in length, with a drop of 26-feet.  This increased the power-generation 

capacity of the factory.  Concurrently, the Company expanded the Lower Forge/Trip-Hammer 

Shop, which nearly doubled the building’s length and required reinforcing the riverbank with old 

grindstones (Figure 2.15).  The Collins Company built a Lumber Shed (1869-1955) north of 

Bridge Street and a Fire Engine House (1869-) to house the fire brigade at the corner of Main 

and Center streets (Figure 2.16).  The Company supplied and funded the Collins Company 

Volunteer Fire Department, which operated around the clock (Ayres & Taylor, 2013, p. 5, 15, 

41, 49; Roth, 1981, p. 78-79; Bethea, 1991b).    

In 1868, the Central New England Railroad (CNE Railroad) began constructing a rail line 

from Hartford to the coal fields of Pennsylvania.25  The difficult terrain required the railroad to 

follow river valleys, especially when ascending the Berkshires west of Collinsville.  The 

                                                           
24 The same pond is referred to as “Great Pond” by Samuel Collins and “Great Lake” in historical topographic maps. 
25 The Central New England Railroad was bought and consolidated a number of times.  It also took the name 
Connecticut Western Railroad, Hartford-New Haven Railroad, and Hartford & Connecticut Western Railroad 
(Gordan, 2000, p. 27).   
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alignment traveled west from Hartford, crossing the Talcott Mountains at the Farmington River 

water gap in Tarriffville.  From there, it crossed the center of Simsbury, continued south past 

South Canton village, and then turned northward along the Farmington River a half-mile north of 

Collinsville (Figure 2.17).  It then followed the NYNH&H railroad through treacherous ‘Satan’s 

Kingdom’ toward Winsted, Connecticut.26  In order to service the Collins Company, a short spur 

was built from the main line south to the village.  The Collinsville Junction Station (c. 1871-), 

located on Dyer Avenue, coordinated the backing of trains down the tracks to the millyard 

(Figure 2.18).  The tracks hugged the riverbank until it entered Collinsville at River Street, where 

another station was located.  The first trains on the CNE Railroad arrived in 1871.  The Company 

also expanded its railroad yards north of North Street.  This development included 1- and 2-story 

buildings—storage sheds, a livery stable, a harness and carriage shop, a wagon shed, a lumber 

stage, and a flour and feed building—amongst the two separate railroad sidings (USGS “Granby, 

CT Quadrangle,” 1890-1892; Gordon, 2000, p. 27; Ayres & Taylor, 2013, p. 32, 62).   

In 1867, the Company built a new office building and an extravagant hotel along Main 

Street.  The Old Collins Company Main Office, at Front and Main streets, was moved to the 

corner of North and River streets and converted into a 2-family tenement.  The new Renaissance 

Revival-style Collins Company Office (1867-) served a variety of functions.  Overlooking the 

factory, the four floors contained a post office, the village library, the Company vault and 

offices, and a public hall (Figure 2.19 and Figure 2.20).  Interestingly, it was constructed of a 

brown pressed artificial stone known as Foster’s Block, which imitated the aesthetic of 

sandstone.  The stately building was adorned with ice guards shaped in the form of the 

Company’s trademark:  Crown, Arm, and Blacksmith Hammer (Figure 2.21).  The building’s 

                                                           
26 ‘Satan’s Kingdom’ is an early village settlement at the boundary of Canton and New Hartford, tucked into a 
narrow valley.  Not much is known about this place and legends prevail over documented facts.   
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large hall hosted social events and village meetings (Henry, 1995, p. 17; Ayres & Taylor, 2013, 

p. 33-34).27 

The Valley House Hotel (1868-) was built to accommodate business clients, agents, and 

out-of-town visitors (Figure 2.22).  The 4-story brick Second Empire-style building was placed 

at the center of Collinsville, on Main Street at the northern terminus of The Green.  It sported 

storefronts on the first level, a grand hall on the second level, and had enough rooms to 

accommodate 25 people at a rate of $8-12 per week (Gordon, 2000, p. 117; Historic Buildings of 

Connecticut, website; Ayres & Taylor, 2013, p. 52).   

By the 1870s, production had increased astronomically. The Circular, a Christian 

periodical published in Oneida, New York, printed an article on the Collins Company in 1870.  

The journalist remarked on the 600 workmen and the inconceivable miles of belting and shafting 

whirling away in the expansive complex (Figure 2.23).  The Company’s invested capital 

exceeded $1 million and they earned over $1 million in annual sales.  Each year, production at 

the factory in Collinsville consumed over 10,000-tons of anthracite coal, 50,000-bushels of 

charcoal, 1,100-tons of steel, 5,000-tons of iron, and 600-tons of grindstones (C., 1870).   

 Samuel Collins remained a prominent figure in the Company and the community 

throughout his life.  He was “applauded, loved and blessed” by Collinsville’s citizens (Croffut, 

1868, p. 1).  He died on April 30, 1871.  The factory quieted and the village businesses closed for 

the day of his funeral.  He was buried in the Collinsville Village Cemetery, overlooking his 

“imperishable monument” (Sears, 1906, p. 11; Ayres & Taylor, 2013, p. 48; N.A., 1871, p. 2; 

Miller, 2001, p. 8).  The foundation his leadership built for the Collins Company proved sound 

for nearly a century after his passing. 

                                                           
27 Despite Collinsville’s growing size compared to the Town’s smaller village clusters, it did not contain any 
municipal government offices until about 1860.  In 1860, residents of both Collinsville and the Canton village 
agreed to alternate meeting and voting locations between each village (Trumbull, 1886, p. 71).   
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An Era of Industrialization (1877-1900) 

The entire nation experienced tremendous industrial growth in the last quarter of the 19th 

century.  Prompted by Reconstruction era politics, companies and developers found wealth in the 

improvement of the Western Territories and the urbanization of the East.  Concurrently, 

immigration into the United States peaked between 1880 and 1920.  The unheeded era of 

industrialization lasted until the Panic of 1893 (Independence Hall Association, 2018, p. 36, 

38C).  

For Latin America, where many of the Collins’ tools were destined to be sold, the end of 

the 19th century was a time of great unrest.  Despite the formation of the International Union of 

American Republics (Pan-American Union) in 1890 and efforts of diplomacy, conflict continued 

in the resource-rich region.  Civil wars, overthrown governments, and strained relations with 

Europe threatened trade with the United States.  Nevertheless, agreements maintained the 

necessary imports and exports—including tools and arms, which ensured the production of 

coffee and sugar (Encyclopaedia Britannica, 2011). 

A great number of churches arose in the Collinsville to provide for the influx of 

immigrants and workers.  In 1886, the Town of Canton contained four post offices, seven 

churches, eight schools, 55 miles of public highways, and over 400 houses (Figure 2.24).  Most 

of the population was concentrated in Collinsville.  The community established a Protestant 

Episcopal church in 1876, a German Lutheran church in 1893, and a Swedish Pilgrim church in 

1893.  The Town paid the Berlin Iron Bridge Company to construct a steel through-truss bridge 

in Collinsville in 1888 (Figure 2.25) (Trumbull, 1886, p. 67; Centennial Publication Committee, 

1906, p. 38; Ayres & Taylor, 2013, p. 64). 
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 In 1891, construction began on a building for the Collinsville Savings Society (1891-) at 

the corner of Main and Center streets (Figure 2.26).  Completed the following year, the 

Richardsonian Romanesque style structure became the primary office for the bank, founded in 

1853 (Historic Buildings of Connecticut, website). 

By the end of the 19th century, the Company offered over 500 styles and cuts, producing 

over 3,000 tools for export each day.  The Collins Company added only a few small buildings to 

their factory complex, focusing on production over expansion.  Northeast of the forebay, the 

Varnish, Turpentine & Paint House (c. 1878-) was built for finishing tools and handles.  The 

Forge Shop (1879-) replaced a previous shop on the east side of the tailrace, and the Scale 

House/Weigh Station (1895-) was built in the lower mill yard (Figure 2.27).  Built in two parts 

between 1889 and 1901, the Boiler Room/Holyoke Engine Room (c. 1901-) held three Bigelow 

horizontal-return tubular boilers (N.A., 1878, p. 2; Ayres & Taylor, 2013, p. 16, 26-27, 39).   

 

Rise in Foreign Demand (1900-1930) 

By the early 20th century, Collinsville had matured into a center of manufacturing, “from 

the days of bellows, forge, tongs, and anvil, to the era of scientific exactness and titanic power” 

(N.A., 1930, p. 20).  The factory prospered and employed—directly or indirectly—nearly all the 

men living in the vicinity.  Within the village, businesses lined the western extent of Main Street 

and River Street.  The Collins Company complex dominated the eastern bank of the Farmington 

River and workers’ housing extended up the hillsides (Figure 2.28).  Company employees 

continued to lease the duplexes that Collins built in the 1830s.  Over time, the buildings acquired 

additions and alterations.  Backyards were divided by makeshift fencing and contained chicken 

coops, clotheslines, old privies, livestock pens, garden beds, lean-tos and arbors.  Larger single-
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family dwellings, which lined the Green and Huckleberry Hill, were far more stylish than the 

practical duplexes (Figure 2.29).  They were set back from elm-lined streets on substantial lots, 

but many, too, were leased to their occupants.  With the railroad and the factory spanning most 

of the river edge, the hillsides remained the most desirable places to live.28   

The Collins Company continued to produce some of the world’s most trusted edge tools, 

relied on when uncertainty was great.  Its tools were exclusively used during the construction of 

the Trans-Siberian railroad from Moscow to Vladivostok from 1891 until 1916, and were 

referenced by Admiral Peary during his expedition to the North Pole in 1909.  Machetes 

continued to be a major component of the Company’s operations and a mainstay as the demand 

for axes and picks plateaued.  With the outbreak of World War I, American manufacturers 

enjoyed a period of increased demand (Henry, 1995, p. 18; The Collins’ Co., 1935, p. 22-23; 

Taber, 1955, p. 9).   

The Collins Company expanded its production and factory during the first decade of the 

century (Figure 2.30).  The Company built the Bitt Shop (1901-1955) abutting the Forge Shop 

for axe and tool manufacture.  As machetes became their primary endeavor, new buildings were 

added to increase production, including the Machete Grinding Shop (1903-1966) east of the 

tailrace, the Brick Crucible Filling Shop (1903-) that was used to stage steel scrap, the two-part 

Polishing Shop (1904-) south of the forebay, and the Wagon Shed (1904-) off Spring Street.  

Along Canal Street, the Company built the Pavilion/Fire Brick Storage (1905-) to accommodate 

the many construction campaigns ongoing and the Superintendent’s Office (1908-) next to the 

canal.  Two frame buildings constructed around the forebay replaced the original Collins shop.  

                                                           
28 These observations were garnered from photographs, approximate dates ranging from 1888 to 1904.  Various 
views include:  atop Huckleberry Hill, looking west; Clair[e] Hill Road (Sweetheart Mountain), looking east; High 
Street, looking north, High Street, looking southwest; and top of Main Street, looking west. (Canton Historical 
Society, photograph:  CLVI-5, CLVI-10, CLVI-20, CLVI-21, CLVI-23, CLVI-27, CLVI-31, CLVI-34, CLVI-46.) 
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The brick Carpenter Shop/Box Shop (1907-1955), erected between the forebay and Bridge 

Street, functioned as the Company’s packing department (Figure 2.31).  The Company built the 

Forge/Blacksmith/Repair Shop (c. 1906-) east of the Upper Long Forge Shop, the Dycast 

Chemistry Laboratory (1907-) that contained a Dycast Steele Co. fabricator, the Emery Wheel 

Shop (1907-) along the tailrace, and the Transformer House/Switch Building (1908-1955), an 

extension off the Tempering Shop.  The factory’s growth was followed with infrastructure 

improvements.  The NYNHH Railroad’s wooden covered bridge was replaced with “Three 

Bridges,” a three-span steel trestle bridge, in 1904 (Figure 2.32).  An iron through-truss bridge 

replaced covered bridge at the railroad’s southern crossing in 1910 (Figure 2.33) (Ayres & 

Taylor, 2013, p. 15, 21-26, 29-31, 37, 43-46, 59-60; Roth, 1981, p. 78).    

The threat of fire was ever-present in factories and forges, and amounted to costly 

insurance premiums if preventative measures were not supplied.  Around 1900, the Company 

constructed a gravity-fed fire protection system on Huckleberry Hill.  The 250,000-gallon 

masonry reservoir, nicknamed the ‘mud turtle,’ stood half above ground and was covered with a 

roof.  Pipes from the reservoir fed the factory sprinkler system.  A pump in the factory 

replenished the water reservoir.  The Company also built a new Fire Department Hose Cart 

House (c. 1909-) south of the Plough Shop in the early 20th century (Ayres & Taylor, 2013, p. 

37, 49).   

At a 1904 Town meeting, Canton decided to build a new Town Hall in Collinsville in 

order to better serve the growing population (Figure 2.34).  The Board of Selectmen set their 

sights on a lot at Market and Front streets.  The Collins Company offered the lot to the Town for 

$900, as long as construction began within a year.  By 1908, the Canton Town Hall (1908-), a 2-
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story brick Gothic Revival-style buildings, was completed (N.A., 1904, p. 14; Historic Buildings 

of Connecticut, website).   

In 1906, Canton celebrated its 100th birthday.  The grand celebration that occurred in 

Collinsville was featured in the Hartford Courant.  The Collins Company received praise 

because “the village and the town owe much to [Collin’s] devotion to its welfare and his business 

success was marked by an uprightness and honesty” (N.A. 1906b, p. 11).  In retelling the history 

of the town, presenters boasted about the area’s abundant charcoal resources and sufficient water 

privileges.  Of the many claims to fame often resounded, the Collins Company was credited to 

have been the “first factory to manufacture axes in the world” (N.A., 1906a, p. 13).   

As Collinsville grew, it began to merge with the greater town.  Town committees took up 

offices in the downtown and new businesses were filling Main Street’s shopfronts (Figure 2.35).  

The Collinsville Library Association, which began out of the old company office in 1838, 

became the Canton Public Library Association, Inc. in 1913.  A gracious donation from Helen 

Raymond Collins, widower of Sam Collins’ son Howard, provided the funds to construct the 

village’s first library in 1919.  Completed in 1920 at the corner of Main and Center streets, the 

Collins Memorial Library (1920-), a small brick neoclassical-style structure, served as the public 

library until 2000 (Ayres & Taylor, 2013, p. 50).       

At the war’s close, the Company looked for ways to minimize its assets and overhead.  In 

1925, the Collins Company transferred the deed for the Collinsville Congregational Church over 

to its parishioners.   The Valley House Hotel’s operations slowed.  Instead of closing it, the 

Company kept the building and offered it as a noon eating place for workers (Ayres & Taylor, 

2013, p. 53; Luce, 1946, p. 193-194). 
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The Reservoir and Hydroelectric Development  

The Farmington River supplied an unyielding source of mechanical power for early mills 

and industry.  However, by the end of the 19th century, new needs arose:  a source of potable 

water and electricity.  Industrialization had polluted the state’s main waterways.  Cities like 

Hartford, which obtained its water directly from the Connecticut River until 1867, had no choice 

but to find a surface source.  The first hydroelectric power plant was constructed at Niagara Falls 

in 1879, starting the movement to electrify the nation’s cities and industries.  Hydroelectric 

generation favored the same conditions that attracted early mills—year-round flow, sufficient 

drop, and space for ponding.  When impounded water from behind the dam flows through a 

hydropower station, it turns a turbine.  The rotating turbine spins a generator to produce 

electricity.   

Collinsville, being fifteen miles from Connecticut’s capital city and on the edge of its 

metro area, was affected by Hartford’s rapid development in the late 19th and early 20th centuries.  

To support this tremendous suburban growth, Hartford turned to the distant hill towns for their 

most-essential resource:  water.  The Hartford Water Works, founded in 1855 and governed by 

the Hartford Board of Water Commissioners, surveyed the region for land on which to build 

reservoirs.29  The Board settled on the Nepaug River valley in the Town of New Hartford, just 

west of Collinsville.  The Nepaug River, a small northern tributary of the Farmington River, 

traversed the upland foothills and captured a watershed sufficient for use as a reservoir.  The 

State Assembly rejected the Board’s first proposal, siding with the disgruntled downstream mill 

owners.  The mills opposed any threat to water levels in the Farmington River.30  Between 1910 

                                                           
29 In 1931, the Hartford Water Works became the Metropolitan District Commission. 
30 In 1908, Farmington River manufacturers met in Collinsville to discuss the Hartford Water Works’ plans (N.A., 
1906, p. 11). 
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and 1918, Hartford constructed another reservoir, Compensating Reservoir, which is now called 

Lake McDonough, to appease the mills (Gordon, 2000, p. 89; Roth, 1981, p. 84, 120).   

Once the mill owners were assuaged, Hartford began construction on the Nepaug 

Reservoir.  Its dam was designed by Hartford Water Works engineer, Caleb M. Saville (Figure 

2.36).  Nepaug Village, situated at the site of the 850-acre reservoir, was relocated.  Construction 

of the conduit to Hartford took many years.  The capital city hired over 150 men to lay a 7.5-mile 

pipeline twice under the Farmington River and beneath Talcott Mountain.  Hartford received its 

first water from the Nepaug in 1922 (N.A., 1914, p. 20; Roth, 1981, p. 83-84).  This was 

certainly not the last intrusion of the metropolis into the northwest corner; it was rather the 

beginning.    

 The Collins Company added two hydraulic powerhouses to produce electricity in 1912 

and 1935.  In 1912, the Company contracted the construction of a 18-foot concrete dam a half-

mile downstream from their complex (Figure 2.37).  The adjacent powerhouse was located on 

the east side of the river.  The second powerhouse, finished in 1935, was located in Collinsville 

on the west side of the main dam (Figure 2.38).  Thereafter, the 18-acre factory complex sourced 

all its power from these hydroelectric plants (N.A., 1912b, p. 12; Gordon, 2000, p. 116; Roth, 

1981, p. 79; The Collins’ Co., 1935, p. 4).   

 

Market Changes and Implications  

 In the early 20th century, the factory complex contained more than 50 buildings—more 

than needed to meet production demands.  Demand for edge tools in the United States decreased 

after World War I, compelling the Company to focus its marketing in Latin America.  In order to 

simplify production and cut costs, starting in 1924, the Collins Company began sourcing its steel 
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from Dycast Steel Company, which made its own line of steel cutting tools.  Two years later, the 

Company changed its axe products to all-steel and began using purchased metal.  Hand-operated 

chainsaws entered the American consumer market in the 1920s.  The invention and adoption of 

the chainsaw ‘chipped away’ at the domestic market for axes.  As the demand for axes and 

agricultural implements declined, the Collins Company focused more of their efforts on 

machetes (Ayres & Taylor, 2013, p. 13; Gordon, 2000, p. 117; Henry, 1995, p. 20, 23). 

Business growth slackened and the Collins Company began to reassess its assets. At this 

time, the Collins Company still owned approximately 190 houses in the village, which they 

leased to current or retired employees (Roth, 1981, p. 78; Henry, 1995, p. 20).  Although 

production slowed, the Company remained devoted to its employees.  In 1924, following the 

discontinuance of plough production, the Company converted the Plough Shop into a 

recreational hall for employees.31  Once completed, it contained six bowling alleys, a card room, 

a lounging room, a lunch counter, a cigar counter, a reading room, a women’s parlor, shower 

baths, and a long rifle range.  The building was thence known colloquially as the ‘Bowling 

Alleys.’  Later, the Plough Shop also became home briefly to the Collinsville Museum of 

Connecticut (Figure 2.39).  Fred Widen, a Collins Company pattern-maker, donated his 

collection of Company memorabilia, which started the village’s museum (Ayres & Taylor, 2013, 

p. 35).   

 

Slower Years (1930-1955) 

By the 1930s, Connecticut’s northwest corner was largely de-industrialized.  In 1931, the 

Hartford Courant published an article reminiscing the early days of the Collins Company 

                                                           
31 Henry reported that the plow warehouse was converted into a recreation center for employees in the 1890s.  It is 
possible that portions of the building were converted before 1924 (Henry, 1995, p. 19). 
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machete.  It mentioned the Company’s first models which left the port at Hartford aboard South 

American trading vessels. Even when the United States placed an embargo on the export of 

knives used in foreign conflicts, the Collins Company continued to sell them.  The Company was 

able to adapt to viable markets, from axes to machetes (N.A., 1931, p. E5).  

Nonetheless, the Collins Company provided tools for the CCC, CWA, and WPA through 

the 1930s.32  In 1935, the factory’s daily output was ten to twelve thousand tools.  During World 

War II, the dependence of “foreign national economic structures on the production of the Collins 

Company” was underappreciated.  Delegates from Latin America expressed their concern about 

any reduction in the supply of machetes, which are necessary farming implements in the tropics.  

Despite the War Production Board’s restrictions, the Company was able to obtain its steel 

imports during World War II.  The nation’s need for rubber, sugar, coffee, and bananas, all 

which utilized the Collins’ tools for harvest and processing, necessitated this exception (The 

Collins’ Co., 1935, p. 4; Wilcox, 1948, p. 1; Henry, 1995, p. 20-22).    

New factory construction waned during the Depression.  An old storehouse, located at the 

western terminus of Main Street, was dismantled for the construction of the Shipping Building 

and Warehouse (1937-).  The new 2-story brick warehouse stood along the railroad siding and 

was used for staging and storing products.  In the same year, a wing was added to the Upper 

Long Forge Shop.  Elevators were installed between 1935 and 1939 in the Shipping Building, the 

Axe Polishing Shop, and the Granite Building.  The Company built an addition off the Dry 

Grinding Shop and another off the north end of the Packing Shop to house an oven, japan 

                                                           
32 Civilian Conservation Corps, Civil Works Administration, and Works Progress Administration programs.  
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dipping, and box making.33  During World War II, a Civil Defense Lookout Tower was built on 

the roof of the Shipping Building (Ayres & Taylor, 2013, p. 16, 18-19, 29-30).   

In 1946, Fortune magazine published an article describing the “Yankee Shrewdness and 

Conservatism” of the Collins Co.  It painted the image of a declining industry—an old-fashioned, 

haphazard establishment.  The factory complex, with its “forty oddly assorted buildings,” 

contained a broad selection of machines that ranged in age, function, and size (Figure 2.40 and 

Figure 2.41).  The author focused the discussion on the Company’s control of the Latin-

American market for machetes, which were both formidable and necessary for every plantation 

worker.  The Company’s reliance on foreign business was apparent in their day-to-day 

correspondence:  a Puerto Rican stenographer was employed to maintain Spanish 

communications (Luce, 1946, p. 110-114, 194).   

As peace returned production increased, reaching 12,000 tools per day in 1948.  Of the 5-

million machetes imported into Latin America, approximately four-fifths were manufactured by 

Collins Company (Wilcox, 1948, p. 1).  However, by the 1950s, a wave of nationalism in Latin 

America resulted in the development of tariff barriers and import limitations.  Labor in the 

States, due to unionization, was becoming far more expensive than in Latin America.  

Furthermore, many product lines were only sold in the southern hemisphere, requiring 

burdensome and costly transport.   These factors led the Collins Company to open South 

American manufacturing plants—in Brazil, Mexico, and Columbia (Henry, 1995, p. 22).  To 

Collins Company stockholders who want the Collinsville plant to continue in operation, overseas 

factories assured ongoing profits. 

                                                           
33 Japanning is an imitation Asian lacquer and resembles a dark enamel paint.  After application, the layers are heat-
dried and polished into a glossy finish.  Japanned metal exhibited rustproof properties, increasing its value in 
hardware and tools.   
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By 1950, metalworking in New England changed.  It became more mechanized and labor 

became far more interchangeable.  Simultaneously, the market for edge tools plateaued, leaving 

many manufacturers scrambling to preserve their status quo (Forrant, 2009, p. 59).  Companies 

across the Northeast began to consolidate in order to maximize their share of the marketplace.  

The Collins Company decided to buy Warren Axe & Tool Company of Warren, Pennsylvania, in 

1950.  In February of 1954, the Collins Company announced their purchase of Henry Cheney 

Hammer Corporation of Little Falls, New York.  Starting the factory in 1854, Henry Cheney was 

known for his broad range of hammers, and only manufactured edge tools between 1874 and 

1879.  Nevertheless, the Company moved the Cheney stock and equipment to Connecticut and 

continued the manufacture of Cheney brand hammers. While the Collins Company continued to 

be the world’s leading machete producer, British and German competitors were a constant threat 

to their market (N.A., 1954, p. 8D; Cheney, 2013; Kraus, 1956).   

As production slowed for the Collins Company, the Town of Canton began to assume 

more responsibilities and provide more services to citizens.  The Town employed its first police 

force in 1955.  Supervision of the schools, which previously fell under purview of the State, was 

transferred from district-system to town-system.  Canton therefore established its Board of 

Education in 1953.  The Collins Company still owned a large proportion of the housing stock, 

maintained the village’s fire department for the Town, and controlled use of the Farmington 

River (Canton Sesqui-Centennial Committee, Inc., 1956, p. 15). 

Arthur Sweeton, who authored the “Changes in Town Government” section of the 

Canton Sesqui-Centennial 1806-1956 booklet, foresaw major changes facing the Town in the 

following decades.  Unlike many of the surrounding towns, Canton had not yet adopted local 

planning or a zoning code.  When the matter was brought before town meeting, it was repeatedly 
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rejected because “the majority of the voters [felt] that the town would be better off without any 

restrictions” (Canton Sesqui-Centennial Committee, Inc., 1956, p. 15).   

 

The Flood of 1955 

Floods had occurred periodically during the factory’s first century of operation.  They 

might temporarily shut down production or inundate mill yard.  The Flood of 1955 was 

extraordinary, however, because it ravaged the entire western half of the state, tore through the 

Farmington River, and left a path of destruction in its wake.34  In Collinsville, it destroyed a 

significant number of buildings and left the factory inoperable for a period of time.  In short, the 

Collins Company never fully recovered (Bethea, 1991b). 

The 1955 Flood had two precursory events:  a flood in 1936 and a flood in 1938 (Figure 

2.42).  With these floods, immense rainfalls overwhelmed the infiltration rate of the watershed, 

therefore funneling runoff into the 78-mile long Farmington River.  The 1938 Flood set records; 

the Farmington River peaked at 54,000CFS (Canton Sesqui-Centennial Committee, Inc., 1956, p. 

32; U.S. Geological Survey, 1956, p. 16).35  This rate was well exceeded by the 1955 Flood, 

which peaked at 140,000CFS (Bordne, 1957, p. 211).   

Consecutive hurricanes precipitated the 1955 Flood and augmented its amplitude.  The 

Northeast received a soaking rainfall from the antecedent storm, Hurricane Connie, from August 

11th through August 15th (Bordne, 1957, p. 220; U.S. Geological Survey, 1956, p. 1).  

Simultaneously, Hurricane Diane developed in the Atlantic and trailed behind, first hitting the 

Carolinas.  She weakened into a tropical storm, but continued to accumulate an immense amount 

moisture.  The Northeast’s hot, humid air pulled the storm through Maryland, New Jersey, and 

                                                           
34 ‘Flood of 1955’ is used interchangeably with ‘1955 Flood.’ 
35 CFS: cubic feet per second 
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Pennsylvania, where she released torrential rain showers.  When the remnants of Hurricane 

Diane hit Connecticut, she had amassed enough moisture to complete inundate the region.  Her 

swath of destruction stretched from Maryland to Maine (N.A., 1955, p. 149). 

The ground, having been saturated by Hurricane Connie, was unable to absorb the 

rainfall. Hurricane Diane sent raging currents down the Berkshire’s narrow valleys, “inundating 

the manufacturing towns along their banks, washing out roads and bridges.”  The water caused 

landslides, reshaped stream channels, and eroded deep gullies across the landscape.  The damage 

was most felt along tributaries, whereas larger rivers did not experience outstanding flooding.  

Nevertheless, the Connecticut River peaked at 19.5 feet above its average level in the days 

following the storm (U.S. Geological Survey, 1956, p. 5; N.A., 1955, p. 149).   

On August 18th, it rained all day in Collinsville.  By midnight, the precipitation was 

falling at a ½-inch per hour rate, and continued that way for the next twelve hours.  Dozens of 

families evacuated their homes in fear of rising flood water.  The upper iron railroad bridge 

“went out” in the early morning (Canton Sesqui-Centennial Committee, Inc., 1956, p. 35).  The 

Farmington River, where it typically meandered around the rocky foothill of Huckleberry Hill, 

had struck its course straight through the Collins Company factory! 

The greatest overall rainfall occurred in the Farmington River watershed—a band across 

southern Massachusetts and northwest Connecticut (U.S. Geological Survey, 1956, p. 2).  

Between August 11th and 26th, Collinsville received over 20 inches of rain, and most of the 

watershed received over 18 inches.  The worst of the rain occurred August 18th and 19th, when 

hourly precipitation in the state reported 1.5 inches per hour.36  Locations in northwest 

Connecticut received over 9 inches of rainfall on August 19th, in addition to the 3-inches of rain 

the day before (Bordne, 1957, p. 221-222; N.A., 1955, p. 149).   
                                                           
36 The airport Bradley Fields, located north of Hartford, recorded the peak precipitation (Bordne, 1957, p. 221).  
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Of all the regions impacted by the storm, the Farmington River basin was one of the 

hardest hit.  The Farmington River and all its tributaries experienced “flows of disaster 

proportions” (U.S. Geological Survey, 1956, p. 6).  In Collinsville, the water crested 15 feet 

above the Stone Dam’s head, rising 24 feet above the Boiler Room floor (Canton Sesqui-

Centennial Committee, Inc., 1956, p. 35).  When the water finally cleared, the Company found 

its factory structures in ruins (Figure 2.43 and Figure 2.44).  The Lower Forge Shop was heavily 

damaged and, as a result, large portions would need to be replaced in order to restart production.  

The Hartford Courant’s coverage of the flood in Collinsville described the factory as one-third 

swept away, one-third crumpled and twisted, and one-third buried under 3 feet of mud and debris 

(Ray, 1955, p. 6; Ayres & Taylor, 2013, p. 41). 

Roads across the region were rendered impassable.  For days after the highway bridge 

washed out, the only connection between the east and west sides of the river was by way of the 

lower railroad bridge.  Although the granite dam in Collinsville was not breached, the railroad 

and main road into the village was gouged away.  The town was without electricity.  Collinsville 

was stranded by the flood (Ray, 1955, p. 6).   

The Canton Civil Defense and the National Guard provided emergency assistance for 

weeks following the flood.  Landing in the school yard, helicopters delivered foodstuffs before 

temporary infrastructure was in place.  The National Guard installed a portable Bailey Bridge 

across the river.  The 1-lane bridge, which spanned 260-feet, was completed on September 10th 

and paid for by the State Highway Department.  Direct expenses incurred by the Town of Canton 

totaled about $23,000.37  State and federal reimbursement recovered $20,000.  For those 

impacted most by the flood, the Red Cross provided temporary housing and rebuilt dwellings.  In 

                                                           
37 Adjusting for inflation, $23,000 in 1955 is equivalent to about $220,000 in 2019 (US Inflation Calculator, 
website). 
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Canton alone, the Red Cross’ services totaled about $131,000 (Canton Sesqui-Centennial 

Committee, Inc., 1956, p. 36).38  Of the 813 dwellings destroyed by Hurricane Diane, 563 were 

in Connecticut (U.S. Geological Survey, 1956, p. 9).  In Canton, the flood destroyed 22 

dwellings and 18 businesses, while forcing 84 families to flee their homes (Canton Sesqui-

Centennial Committee, Inc., 1956, p. 35-37).   

Reports published in the following year estimated a more comprehensive damage 

calculation.  The U.S. Corps of Engineers’ detailed damage survey determined that Hurricane 

Diane caused $457,674,000 worth of damage, with $215,245,000 occurring in Connecticut (U.S. 

Geological Survey, 1956, p. 1, 8-9; American Insurance Association, 1956, p. 127-128).39  Most 

of this damage was felt by industries, whose losses amounted to $83,871,000, roughly 39% of 

the state’s total damage (U.S. Geological Survey, 1956, p. 9).  

Clair Elston, president of the Collins Company, tried to stay focused on recovery.  He 

said the Company’s number one priority was to restore the production of machetes.  Although 

three buildings and an entire machete grind shop had completely disappeared in the flood, he was 

optimistic.  Machines and fabrication devices could be recovered and repaired and, as long as the 

river continued to flow, they could be powered (Ray, 1955, p. 6).   

 

Grinding to a Halt (1955-1966) 

Across Connecticut cutlery companies, “the technical reasons for the former strength of 

the industry in the Valley—waterpower and skilled labor” had become obsolete in modern 

manufacturing (Taber, 1955, p. 49).  Most factories relied on electricity and complex machines, 

which did not require skilled workers.  While new inventions increased production rates and 

                                                           
38 This is equivalent to about $1,254,000 in 2019 (US Inflation Calculator, website). 
39 $457,674,000  in 1956 is equivalent to about $4,316,900,000 in 2019 (US Inflation Calculator, website). 
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provided a higher proportion of capital to labor, the technology decreased the workforce.  After 

the 1955 Flood, critical production was moved from Collinsville to Mexico and Brazil.  The 

Company relied ever more on their overseas plants, particularly those with new machinery 

(Kraus, 1956; Zaiman, 1955, p. 40).   

Following the flood, the Collinsville factory began repair and reconstruction.  The Metal 

Building (c. 1955-) was built where older buildings had once stood.  This sheet-metal clad 

building operated as a grinding shop.  The highway bridge over the Farmington River was first 

replaced by a temporary Bailey Bridge, constructed during the period of Federal Emergency 

Regional Assistance.  The State completed a permanent concrete bridge in August, 1959 (N.A., 

1959, p. 8D; Ayres & Taylor, 2013, p. 30, 64).   

In 1959, Michael Fastiggi purchased the Valley House from the Collins Company.  He 

continued to operate it as a boarding house, offering renovated rooms and meals (N.A., 1959, p. 

8D).  Five years after the 1955 Flood, the Collins Company announced that it would sell its 

residential properties.  The Company’s residential holdings were assessed at a value of 

$470,000.40  Although no reason was given for the sale, it is likely the extraneous buildings were 

too costly to maintain.  Rumors circulated that the Company wanted to offload them before the 

Town initiated the municipal sewer system project.  Sewer line installation would charge 

Collinsville property owners by their front frontage.41   Whenever possible, the Company first 

offered these dwellings to the resident-employees.  Between 1960 and 1969, seventy-eight 

Company dwellings were sold to private owners.42  The Company accepted offers well under 

market value (Bethea, 1991b; N.A., 1961b, p. 5A).   

                                                           
40This is equivalent to about $4,074,000 in 2019 (US Inflation Calculator, website). 
41 Front footage refers to a lot’s length along a public thoroughfare.     
42 This count includes duplexes and single family dwellings.  The Company first offered the most senior tenant of 
each duplex sale of the property.  
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In 1964, the Company released plans to build more factories in Mexico, Columbia, 

Brazil, and Guatemala (N.A., 1964, p. 4C).  Despite moving some of its production lines 

overseas, the Collins Company remained the Town’s prominent industry.  Of Canton’s $16-

million Grand List, the Company owned $2.2-million of calculated assets.43  The next highest 

taxpayer was Hartford Electric Light Co., evaluated at $260,000; then Swift & Sons, evaluated at 

$90,000 (N.A., 1960, p. 6D).   

Some Collinsville residents grew suspicious of the Collins Company’s business decisions 

(Figure 2.45).  Rumors circulated that the factory would be moved and that the Company had 

“exploited” their employees by selling the houses, knowing well that sewer installation would be 

a financial burden (N.A., 1964b, p. 4C).  The Collins Company had already begun taking down 

unused buildings at the south end of the factory complex to reduce its tax assessment and 

maintenance burden.  Factory, which was once an image of prosperity, was being bypassed by 

progress (Scott, 1966, p. 8C).  

In the early 1960s, management consultants recommended the Company shut down the 

Collinsville.  Operations continued, but the question resurfaced a few years later.  In January of 

1966, the Company announced a six-month phase-out of operations.  The Collinsville factory 

would close.  The Collins Company planned to continue producing machetes and edge tools in 

its overseas plants, but hoped to sell the axe line domestically.  “High tariff walls made it more 

profitable to open the plant in other countries” than retain the Collinsville factory (Scott, 1966, p. 

8C).   

In April, the Company announced that operations would end on June 1st.  At the end of 

July, Collins Company stockholders met at the Hartford Club, where after some argument, the 

                                                           
43 A Grand List, or tax rolls (the common term outside of New England), is the aggregate valuation of taxable 
property within a town or municipality.  
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vote was passed in favor “of management’s plan to dissolve” (Gault, 1966, p. 30).44  The Collins 

Company’s overseas plants were sold to Stanley Works of New Britain, and domestic business 

was sold to Mann Edge Tool Company of Lewistown, Pennsylvania.  Although management 

refused to divulge specific financial information, they explained that the company’s projected 

earning potential was poor (N.A., 1966b, p. 33C; Henry, 1995, p. 23).   

The difficult decision was made to liquidate the Company, stunning citizens and 

employees.  The Collins Company was Canton’s largest landowner, landlord, and tax payer—it 

held the economic welfare of the Town in its hands.  Collinsville citizens faced a new reality, 

having to provide themselves services that the Company had provided the village.  The village’s 

small firehouse—containing two 500-gallon pumpers and equipment—was owned by the Collins 

Company.  While the Town paid for its insurance, the Company had supplied the manpower, 

repairs, and managed the emergency call center.  The Town, which supplied the fire department 

with an annual $6,000 payment for operation, planned for services to continue in a volunteer 

capacity (Henry, 1995, p. 23; Scott, 1966, p. 8C; N.A., 1966c, p. 6C). 

In 1966, the Company owned 44 buildings on 11 lots; a total of 11 acres with an 

assessment value of $555,000.  In the Town of Avon, located to the southeast, the Collins 

Company owned 52.8 acres along the river and two more buildings, which were assessed at 

$16,310.  Machinery and equipment was assessed at $49,000 (N.A., 1966b, p. 33C).  Another 

asset, of which exact valuation escaped, was the Company’s water privileges in the Farmington 

River Water Power Company.  The water rights would be available “to the highest bidder,” and 

included the Otis Reservoirs and Compensating Reservoir (N.A., 1966e, p. 2B).  As Elston 

described, the Company’s rights were “extensive,” and entitled it to “the complete flow of the 

river as it passes here at Collinsville” (Winzer, 1966b, p. 30).  Seeking the opportunity to capture 
                                                           
44 75% of stock voted in favor, with two-thirds needed to pass (Gault, 1966, p. 30). 
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lands for conservation and recreation, the Commonwealth of Massachusetts “bought, lock, stock 

and barrel, the land, buildings, dam, water and water rights of the two reservoirs and adjoining 

areas, so they have complete control without restriction.”  For $215,000, Massachusetts acquired 

over 2,200 acres to maintain recreational use for about 700 property owners around the ponds 

(N.A., 1966i, p. 6C).45   

The entire village was apprehensive about the future.  The Hartford Courant continued to 

print numerous articles about the fate of the Town, saying “the loss of the Collins Co. here has 

greatly affected both the local employment situation and the grand list used for property tax 

purposes” (N.A., 1967b, p. 6C).  With grindstones idle and the factory silent, the Company’s 

property and machinery awaited new ownership.  Optimistic rumors circled that the town would 

purchase the Collins Company property, but these were soon dispersed.  A Pennsylvania firm 

bought some of the Collins Company machinery and tools.  In the spring of 1967, the Federal 

District Court released the Collins Company from the $1.5-million settlement attachment, 

thereby permitting the sale of the property.46  The Hartford Electric Light Co. immediately took 

interest in 90 acres of riverfront and the two hydroelectric dams (N.A., 1967c, p. 28C).  On May 

10, 1967, the factory and 18 acres were sold for $65,000 to Collinsville Co., a newly 

incorporated company.  Vice President Thomas Perry hoped to develop a variety of functions 

and uses for the property.  His plans gave hope to the community, which still struggled with the 

new identity they were given:  a village without their namesake (N.A., 1967d, p. 8C). 

 

                                                           
45 The Farmington River Water Power Company, of which the Collins Company held over 60% of stock in, owned 
the land.  The sale contained approximately 1,000-acres of land and 1,200-acres of water (N.A., 1966i, p. 6C). 
46 The settlement involved a suit filed by the AFL-CIO United Steelworkers Union Local upon liquidation 
announcement, which concerned retirement and employment terms. 



95 
 

Conclusion 

Collinsville is one of Connecticut’s best examples of a 19th century single-company 

village.  As described by Greeley in 1872, the Collins Company exhibited “a growth particularly 

American, and which, resting upon axes and plows, as it does, could never have occurred in any 

part of the world but the United States…”  (Greeley, 1872, p. 124-127).  The manufacture of 

edge tools originated in village blacksmiths.  The earliest manufactories developed where 

waterpower and regional trade coexisted.  Connecticut’s numerous inventors of the 19th century, 

including Elisha Root, contributed to the development of manufacturing processes and the 

emergence of large-scale production.  The American axe, first created on the forges of 

Collinsville, required the convergence of skill, material, and power.  When Sam Collins founded 

the Collins Company in 1826 with his brother and cousin, he strove to perfect this manufacture.  

The founder created a community tremendously influenced by his faith, temperance, civic 

responsibility, and generosity.  Eager to build a functional village, he built workers’ housing, 

funded the construction of a church, and the laying of village streets.  The factory grew, 

importing steel and grindstones from abroad.  Traders returning from Latin America to Hartford 

brought back with them machetes and asked the Collins Company if they could produce these 

primitive knives at the quality of their axes.  The Company obliged and added machetes to their 

already growing production line.  Already well established, the introduction of the railroad in 

1850 further propelled the Collins’ name.  The Company developed plows, picks, bayonets, 

swords, and many more tools.  It supported the construction of the first town high school, built 

bridges across the river, rebuilt the church, and contributed to various other village 

improvements.  The Civil War and the period that followed proved to be the most prosperous era 

for the Company.  Dozens of buildings were constructed, employment nearly doubled, and 
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production exceeded 5,000 tools per day.  Before his passing in 1871, Collins established the 

Farmington River Water Power Company and the Otis reservoirs to ensure water privilege to his 

Collinsville factory.   

Rapid agricultural development in the Latin American supplied the Collins Company an 

ever growing demand for machetes.  As the domestic demand for edge tools slowly decreased 

following the Great Depression, machetes became the Company’s most important product.  

Unlike most industries in northwest Connecticut, the Collins Company retained some of its 

production at the factory, but the Flood of 1955 devastated the village and the factory.  Although 

the Collins Company returned to pre-flood production in due time, the decision was made to 

close the factory in 1966.  Liquidation and the sale of company properties stretched into 1967 

and attracted the interest of the town, Connecticut, Massachusetts, and numerous private 

companies.   

Nearly overnight, the bustling factory village transformed into an empty corner of the 

town.  In the decades to follow, as outlined in Chapter 3, Collinsville had to reconcile the 

influence the Collins Company had on the Town’s economic, political, social, environmental, 

and industrial development.    
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Figure 2.1  Etching of the Collins Company grinding shop, 1872.  The grinders work at individual wheels, all 
powered by a single shaft (Greeley, 1872, “The Grinding Shop,” p. 140).   

 
Figure 2.2  Patent for F.F. Smith’s Cast Cast-Steel Plow Plates.  Smith’s plows were later manufactured by the 
Collins Company (Smith, 1864, U.S. Patent Office, No. 41,464). 
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Figure 2.3  Drawing of the Old Stone Shop and granite dam built by Collins.  It was built on the site of the old 
Humphrey sawmill using stone that was quarried nearby.  Note the presence of grindstones in the scene and the 
forested landscape (Trumbull, 1886, p. 72).  
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Figure 2.4  An early map of Collinsville, 1833.  Sam Collins directed the laying of streets and the construction of 
duplexes to house workers and their families (Barnard, 1833, “Map of Collinsville, Canton, Conn.”). 
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Figure 2.5  The Green in c. 1900 with Sam Collins’ elms at the perimeter.  The dwellings that surrounded the 
greensward were inhabited by Company managers and notable business owners (Centennial Publication Committee, 
1906, p. 68). 
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Figure 2.6  Collins’ award-winning display at the 1876 Philadelphia Centennial Exhibition (Centennial Photographic 
Co., 1876, Collins & Co.’s Edge Tool Exhibit, [Digitalized by Free Library of Philadelphia]).  
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Figure 2.7  An 1855 map Collinsville and its residents from Smith’s Map of Hartford County.  The village grew 
rapidly during in the first three decades.  Note that the railroad terminated in Collinsville at this point in time.  
Samuel Collins moved from his first dwelling on South Street that overlooked the factory to a lavish mansion on the 
west side of the river (Woodford, 1855 [Cropped by author]). 
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Figure 2.8  Architectural plan and engraving of the Collinsville School-House.  Collins contributed land and money 
for the construction of the Town’s first high school, which featured state-of-the-art classroom design (P., Aug 1854, 
p. 265 [Cropped by the author]).  

 
Figure 2.9  Undated photograph of Collinsville High School.  Note the discrepancies between the building and its 
architectural drawings (Figure 2.8):  a western addition, gable roof, lack of pediment on tower, and a post-and-rail 
fence (“Collinsville High School,” N.D., Credit: Canton Historical Museum). 
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Figure 2.10 Sanborn Insurance map of factory in 1884, with annotations.  Red buildings were constructed between 
1861 and 1865, and blue buildings were constructed between 1865 and 1884.  The annotation excludes properties 
not owned by the Company and small auxiliary structures (Sanborn Insurance Co., 1884, plates 1-3 [Edited by 
author]). 
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Figure 2.11 Photo of Polishing Shop, looking to the northwest.  The timber frame shop abuts the Forebay and was 
powered an iron Cushman turbine on the penstock (Author’s photo, 5 Sept 2018). 

 
Figure 2.12 Map excerpt of workers’ housing in Collinsville, 1909.  The French Blocks (right) were located at the 
eastern terminus of Main Street, while the Collins Company’s duplexes were situated downhill and closer to the 
factory (Sanborn Insurance Co., 1909, plate 4). 
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Figure 2.13  An 1869 map and business directory of Collinsville.  It shows downtown development, the Collins’ 
residences on the northwest bank overlooking the river, and single-family homes lining Canton Road (Maple Ave) 
(Baker & Tilden, Kellogg & Bulkeley, and Lockwood & Brainard Co, 1869, no. 40 [Cropped by author]). 



107 
 

 

Figure 2.14  An 1888 topographic map of Otis Reservoir, Great Lake, and the Farmington R.  It illustrates the 
rugged and remote nature of the landscape.  Otis Reservoir (pictured) is located 23 miles north-northwest of 
Collinsville, which is outside this quadrangle (U.S. Geological Survey, 1888 ed. [Cropped by author]).   
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Figure 2.15 Photo of Lower Forge Shop and the riverbank reinforced with grindstones, c. 1900 (Museum of 
Connecticut History). 

 
Figure 2.16 The Lumber Shed, Box Shop, Packing Shop, and Shipping Building, c. 1940.  The northern end of the 
factory complex dealt with distributing products, including making of boxes to hold the edge tools, packing, filling 
orders, and preparing products for railroad shipment (Collins Co. Box, Connecticut Historical Society, n.d., loose 
photograph). 
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Figure 2.17  The 1892 atlas showing the path of the CNE Railroad.  It passes through Bloomfield, through the 
watergap into Simsbury, and along the Farmington River north of Collinsville.  Collinsville is circled (Hurd, D.H. & 
Co., 1893, © 2000 by Cartography Associates, David Rumsey Historical Map Collection [Cropped by author]).  
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Figure 2.18 Map of the Central New England Railroad’s Collinsville extension.  Trains would stop at the 
Collinsville Junction State, pictured above, and reverse direction down the third-mile spur to the factory (Sanborn 
Insurance Co., 1921, plate 6 [Edited by author]). 
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Figure 2.19  Collins Company Office, contemporary photo (Photo credit:  Historic Buildings of Connecticut).  

 
Figure 2.20   Photograph of the Collins Company Office in c. 1900.  The artificial stone building is located on Main 
Street, overlooking the factory (Courtesy of the Canton Historical Museum). 
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Figure 2.21  The Collins Company trademark: Crown and Hammer (Credit: Hartford Courant). 

 
Figure 2.22  Contemporary photo of the Valley House Hotel.  Its storefronts were converted into apartments in the 
20th century (Author’s photograph, 18 Jan 2018). 
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Figure 2.23  A picturesque 1870s scene of the factory.  The scene illustrates the industriousness of the factory; its 
coal-burning furnaces and expansive workshops.  The Swedish Boarding House is located in the foreground (lower 
right) and the French Blocks are located on the opposite hillside (upper left).  The picture also includes the Company 
Office and the Congregational Church roof (left), the Catholic Church (foreground), and the covered bridge (right) 
(Greeley, 1872, p. 125). 
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Figure 2.24  A detailed 1878 lithograph of Collinsville by O.H. Bailey & Co. of Boston.  Note the open landscape, 
railroad lines and bridges, factory, multiple churches, and featured buildings at the bottom.  It shows the workers’ 
housing west of the river and scattered north of Main Street (O.H. Bailey & Co & Beck & Pauli, 1878 [Cropped by 
author]). 
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Figure 2.25 Photo of the Berlin Iron Bridge Company’s 1888 highway bridge, c. 1930-1950 (Collins Co. Box, n.d.).  

 
Figure 2.26  Collinsville Savings Society (Author’s photograph, taken 18 Jan 2018.)  
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Figure 2.27  A view of the Collins Company in the 1880s.  This print shows the sequence of manufacturing, from 
raw material to polishing and packing, south to north (Trumbull, 1886).  
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Figure 2.28  A 1901 insurance map shows all buildings owned by the Collins Company in bold.  Note:  the 
Company owned many more properties outside this frame.  (N.A., 1901, “Copy of Insurance Map:  Numbered 
Buildings Belong to The Collins Company,” Courtesy of Kathy Taylor, Canton Historical Museum).   
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Figure 2.29  Sanborn insurance map of Main Street in Collinsville, 1903.  Although segregated, the commercial 
downtown, workers’ housing, and privately-owned dwellings were in close proximity (Sanborn Insurance Co., 1903, 
plate 3). 
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Figure 2.30  Detailed engineering plan of the factory, 1908.  Although buildings were altered and adapted to new 
technologies and processes, the complex maintained a linear layout along the canal and penstocks (Warner, W.H., 
27 Apr 1908, “The Collins Company, Collinsville, Conn.,” plate 1420,  W.H. Warner, New Engineering Bureau.  
Courtesy of Kathy Taylor, Canton Historical Museum). 
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Figure 2.31 Photo of shops surrounding the Forebay, 1951.  The Box Shop (left) and Polishing Shop (right) with a 
steam pipe connecting the buildings (“Photographs of the Farmington River from Unionville to Collinsville, 
Connecticut,” 1951, no. 31). 

 
Figure 2.32  Photo of upper railroad bridge and dam, 1951.  Described as “View of the down-stream face of the 
Collins Company dam at the highway bridge, taken from the west end of the highway bridge, looking northeasterly” 
(“Photographs of the Farmington River from Unionville to Collinsville, Connecticut,” 1951, no. 33).  
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Figure 2.33 Tinted photograph of the lower railroad bridge and Granite Building, c. 1910.  The bridge was newly 
constructed while the stone building dates back to 1846 (Museum of Connecticut History). 

 
Figure 2.34  The brick Gothic-style Town Hall, c. 1913.  It was built on Market Street, which was once the main 
road into the village from the north.  Collins Company duplexes and the river are visible in the background (“Town 
Hall, Collinsville, Conn.”  c. 1913.  Postcard.  Image retrieved from Ebayimg.com.) 
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Figure 2.35 Sanborn Insurance map of downtown Collinsville in 1921.  The most of the village’s businesses 
occupied the two blocks of Main Street between Front and Center streets, and the northern block of Center Street 
(Sanborn Insurance Co., 1921, plate 2 [Cropped by author, north to right]). 
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Figure 2.36  Photograph of the Nepaug Dam, completed and drawing crowds of sightseers.  (N.A., 1923, “Nepaug 
Dam.”  Photograph.  Credit:  Gift of Edward W. Steele, 2002.26.3,  The Connecticut Historical Society.) 

 
Figure 2.37  Northerly view of the lower dam and powerhouse in 1951.  During the winter and drier months, 
additional flashing was installed on the dam to raise the water level (“Photographs of the Farmington River from 
Unionville to Collinsville, Connecticut,” 1951, no. 11 [lens flare from author’s photograph]). 
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Figure 2.38  Upper Dam hydroelectric power plant, looking southwest from Route 179 bridge.  The Swedish 
Boarding House was dismantled for the construction of the powerhouse (Author’s photograph, taken 5 Sept 2018. ) 

 
Figure 2.39  Plough Shop, now the Canton Historical Museum.  The crosswalk in the foreground is for the rail-to-
trail; it follows the path of the NYNHH Railroad (Author’s photograph, taken 5 Sept 2018).  
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Figure 2.40  Collins Company grinders finishing axe blades, 1945.  Walker Evans toured the factory and village to 
photograph the daily habits of the mill village.  A small portion of these photos were featured in the 1946 Fortune 
Magazine article on the Company (Evans, 1945.  Credit:  Walker Evans Archive, 1994, The Metropolitan Museum 
of Art). 

 
Figure 2.41  View of the factory from the south, 1945.  Production decreased in the 1940s and many of the buildings 
were only partially used.  This winter scene looks particularly grim and stagnant, with the steam and smoke 
providing the only evidence of movement (Evans, 1945.  Credit:  Walker Evans Archive, 1994, The Metropolitan 
Museum of Art). 
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Figure 2.42 Bird’s eye view of Collins Company during a flooding event, unknown date.  The photograph was 
capture by balloon.  Note the crowds forming on either side of the highway bridge, watching the rising currents.  
Date of photograph is unknown; it could be the 1936, 1938, or the start of the 1955 flood (Credit:  Burton E. Moore 
Jr., n.d., [from Collins Co. Box]).   
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Figure 2.43 The factory in ruin following the Flood of 1955.  The debris in the foreground is on the previous site of 
the Long Grinding Shop and Grinding Shop, both were completely lost in the flood (Author’s photograph taken 13 
Jan 2019, original photo on display in the Canton Museum). 

 
Figure 2.44  Photographs of the Flood of 1955 at the Canton Museum (Photo collage using author’s photograph, 
taken 13 Jan 2019, original photos on display in the Canton Museum). 
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Figure 2.45 Hartford Courant article, “Anatomy of a Town Bypassed By Progress,” 1964.  Article is cropped to 
highlight the images chosen to portray Collinsville  (Johnson, 1964). 
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CHAPTER 3. 
THE TOWN OF CANTON 

 

Introduction 

 In many ways, the Collins Company acted as a pseudo-government for Collinsville.  

During the Company’s 140-years of operation, it provided essential services for the village.  This 

all changed in 1966.  Then, the Town of Canton had to assume responsibility for the services the 

Company previously provided.  While the town government pragmatically approached its larger 

role in the community, it struggled to fulfill the void.  

 Collinsville, an unassuming village at the southern tip of Canton, is what remains of the 

Collins Company legacy.  Samuel Collins directed its development, from the laying out of streets 

to the construction of the church.  The Company owned the water privileges along the 

Farmington River, which was the Town’s most valuable resource.  Roads, railroads, bridges, the 

cemetery, the school, the reservoir, hotels, tenements, dwellings, stores, and even the elm trees 

that once lined The Green were all provided by the Collins Company.  Although fading in the 

final years, the Company continued Collins’ paternal role, serving as manager, financier, and 

steward of the Village.  

 As the primary landowner, employer, landlord, and tax payer, the Company had a major 

interest in town governance.  Collinsville residents equated their own good with that of the 

Company.  In the early 20th century, a shift occurred.  The Town of Canton collected taxes, 

maintained highways, administrated a district school system, and settled local issues.  By the 

mid-20th century, with another shift, towns in Connecticut found themselves tasked with greater 

responsibilities, including public water and sewers, environmental remediation, education and 
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recreation, planning and zoning, development, and social services.  It was at this point that the 

Collins Company, the Town’s historic provider and manager, announced its closure.  In the years 

that ensued, the Town of Canton experienced a tremendous transformation.  While the Town’s 

concerns revolved around growth management, open space, and housing diversity, Collinsville 

residents were becoming increasingly at odds with their suburban North Canton neighbors.  This 

chapter attempts to trace the transfer of responsibility between the Company, the Village, and the 

Town.  

 The first section of the chapter explains the idiosyncrasies unique to Connecticut town 

government.  This sets a context for the immense administrative growth Canton exhibited in the 

mid-20th century.  The second section reviews services and contributions taken for granted 

during the Company’s operations, and how the Town responded to the immediate needs of its 

citizens.  Particular attention is given to how the town redefined itself.   The third section briefly 

describes regional developments that influenced Canton’s growth (i.e. Route 44, enabling 

legislature, etc.) and the fourth discusses suburbanization in Canton from the 1940s through the 

1990s with physical and cultural change.   

  

Governance 

To understand the relevant issues and discussions within a town unit, one must first 

understand the form, manner, and history of state governance.  Connecticut, one of the first 

thirteen states, has a simplified structure of government, which often confuses outsiders.  The 

state’s counties are honorific, relics of the past.  Furthermore, towns in Connecticut have a 

jurisdiction more typical of townships and counties in other states.  This, in turn, affects control 

and regional planning. The Town of Canton maintains a town meeting-style municipal 
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government, overseen by an elected Board of Selectmen.  A collection of appointed commissions 

execute town services, management, administration, and programs.  Even as a small town, 

Canton’s politics can be quite lively and very diverse.   

 

Connecticut Government 

Connecticut’s government operates under a structure unique to the state.  Governance in 

Connecticut is divided into only two levels: local and state.  Although the State is divided into 

eight counties, these geographic areas do not contain any form of government.  In 1959, the 

Connecticut General Assembly passed Public Act 152, formally abolishing county governments 

and transferring their functions to newly created state agencies.  The former county governments 

each consisted of a 3-member Board of Commissioners, a County Sheriff, and county agencies, 

but they did not have the authority to levy taxes (Watson, 1998).  Today, state agencies often 

manage the state based on the defunct counties.  The ongoing use of county distinctions is 

geographic, not legal.1  

Towns provide municipal governance.  In contrast to states like New York, which contain 

overlapping jurisdictions and unincorporated areas, the entire state of Connecticut is incorporated 

into 169 towns and cities (Figure 3.1).  While Connecticut towns contain historic villages and 

districts, these destinations typically carry no separate weight within the town’s administration.   

Connecticut has maintained its reputation as a Home Rule state.2  Up until the passing of 

the Connecticut Home Rule Act in 1958, the State legislature dictated the structure and authority 

                                                            
1 The Farmington River Watershed Association, in 1962, mentions a number of state agencies by county 
designation.  The administrative structure contains relics from the former county system (Farmington River 
Watershed Association, 1962, p. 1-6).   
2 Local governance typically follow one of two models: the Dillion Rule or Home Rule.  The Home Rule structure 
grants the town control over local matters, whereas Dillion Rule towns are limited to what the state has decreed 
(Russell & Bostrom, 2016, p. 6).  
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of town governments.  The Act granted towns even greater autonomy in the form and function of 

their governments.  With this enabling legislation, towns exercise governing authority to produce 

legislative documents and instruct local decisions (Russell & Bostrom, 2016, p. 1).  The 1958 

Act only solidified the prevailing degree of autonomy in Connecticut’s towns.   In 1967, 

Connecticut radically reorganized citizen representation in the state government.  Whereas towns 

maintained a ‘1-man, 1-vote’ allowance, new districts were reapportioned on the basis of 

population.  This changed the interests of the state from largely rural to urban (Milne, 1995, p. 

99).   

 

The Town of Canton 

 Within the Town of Canton, there are four historic village centers:  Canton Village, North 

Canton, Canton Center, and Collinsville.  They formed as population centers around a 

Congregational church or, as in Collinsville, a factory.  In the past decades, suburbanization 

muddled their boundaries.  Since Canton’s establishment as a town in 1806, these villages share 

a single municipal government.  They do not have distinct boards or designated representatives 

in the Town of Canton government.     

The Town Charter drafted in 1976 by the Charter Commission received widespread 

opposition.  As a result, Canton’s first Town Charter was passed in 1985.  This document 

codified the long-standing Board of Selectmen-Town Meeting style of government.  In the 1991 

revisions, the First Selectman retained the role as Chief Executive Officer, but a separate salaried 

Chief Administrative Officer was created.  Registered voters in the municipality serve as the 

legislative body of the Town, and can vote at any town meeting.  This includes enacting 

ordinances, approving budgets and taxes, approving major expenditures, and deciding on special 
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issues.  They also elect the Town’s selectmen and board members (League of Women Voters of 

Canton , 2014, p. 10-11). 

The Board of Selectmen form the Town’s executive governance (Figure 3.2).  They 

oversee town policies and the management of town affairs.  They review administrative and 

fiscal needs, and appoint certain town officers and commission members.  Appointed positions in 

Canton include the Assessor, Building Official, Town Clerk, Planning and Zoning Commission 

members (7), Zoning Board of Appeals members (5), Water Pollution Control Authority 

members (5), Conservation Commission members (7),  Park and Recreation Commission 

members (7), Inland Wetlands and Watercourses Agency members (5),  Housing Authority 

members (5), Economic Development Agency members (5), Permanent Municipal Building 

Committee members (4-11), Energy Committee members (7), and the Collinsville Historic 

Districts Commission members (8).3  The First Selectman is a part-time paid position, and the 

four Selectmen are part-time unpaid positions.  The Chief Administrative Officer serves as a 

‘city manager’ and coordinates the administration of boards and commissions, hires town staff, 

reports on town issues to the Board of Selectmen, executes ordinances and polices, supervises 

public works, negotiates contracts, and prepares the Annual Report.  The Board of Education 

acts as an agent for the State of Connecticut and is responsible for maintaining a public education 

policy for the Town.  Elected position in the Town include:  First Selectman, Board of Selectmen 

(4), Board of Education (9), Board of Finance (6), and Board of Assessment Appeals (3) (League 

of Women Voters of Canton , 2014, p. 12-13, 26, 35).  

 

                                                            
3 Number denotes quantity of members appointed, including alternates.  
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The Town of Canton Steps Up:  Serving a Community 

From its founding, the Town had favored  conservative politics and a dawdling Yankee-

style of democracy—deadlocked town meetings, signs on front lawns, and law governed by 

habit.  When the factory fell silent, the Town had to change, nearly overnight, to maintain the 

needs of its citizens.  The community was faced with a compound challenge:  pick up the 

services previously provided by the Collins Company and enter into the modern age.  The Town 

of Canton initiated and expanded their public services, including fire protection, sewerage, 

public safety, and civic institutions.  There was an inherent soreness among citizens regarding 

the closure of the Company in anticipation of village development; more specifically, the 

expansion of sewers.  Overall, the development of services once provided by the Collins 

Company signified Canton’s maturation as a political and social entity.4  

 

Fire Protection  

The Collins Company funded, staffed, and managed the village’s fire department, 

ambulance service, and emergency call center.  Concerned citizens urged the Town to purchase 

the Collins Company firehouse and the 2,500-gallon pumper so that its operation could continue 

service (Figure 3.3).  There was a proposal to close the village fire department and, instead, split 

its coverage between the Town’s two other departments, Canton Village and Cherry Brook.  It 

was dismissed because Collinsville residents feared that such coverage would be irresponsible 

and insufficient.  Therefore, the Collins Company Fire Department became the Collinsville 

Volunteer Fire Department.  In 1972, the department moved to a new building on River Road.  

The circa-1860s Collins Co. firehouse on Front Street became the meeting place for Veterans of 

                                                            
4 Throughout this chapter, ‘the village’ refers to Collinsville. 
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Foreign Wars, American Legion, and local Boy Scout troops (Collinsville Historic District Study 

Committee, 1977, p. 25-26; N.A., 1966c, p. 6C; N.A., 1966f, p. 12C; Corjulo, 1989b, p. B31).    

In the summer of 1989, the Town discovered structure deficiencies and decay in the 

firehouse on Front Street.  The building was vacated and activities moved elsewhere until local 

conservators could assess the condition.  They determined the extent of decay to be prohibitive 

of use.  Instead of demolishing the structure, the Town decided to save it.  In 1992, a restoration 

contract was awarded Kronenberger & Sons Restoration, Inc. of Middletown.  The firm restored 

the former firehouse, addressing structural deficiencies, code violations, and removed lead paint.  

Within the many discussions about the future of the old firehouse, it was clear the Town valued 

the structure for more than merely its utilitarian function (Corjula, 1989b, p. B31; Gerstein, 

1992c, p. B3G). 

 

Sewerage  

 Just before the factory’s closure, conversation arose concerning the need for a sewage 

treatment plant.  The Town approved a new Sewage Treatment Disposal Plan and sanitary 

drainage system in 1963.  The plant’s construction depended, however, on federal aid that would 

become available in 1964 (Town of Canton, 1963, p. 6).  The Town knew that any 

redevelopment project in Collinsville’s downtown would require modern public utilities, 

including a sewer system.  Previously, sewerage was disposed of through storm drains, emptying 

into the Farmington River (N.A., 1964a, p. 6C).  As a result, the river’s water quality was rated 

“not suitable for swimming” and a treatment plant would be necessary to avoid a health sanction 

(N.A., 1961b, p. 5A).  The Board of Selectmen’s plans for the sewage treatment plant received 

praise from the State Water Resource Commission, relieved to see a “positive approach to 
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sewage problem in Collinsville” (Town of Canton, 1962, p. 10).  Canton was among the last 

communities in the region to eliminate riparian sewer outlets (N.A., 1961a, p. 15).   

 The construction of sewer lines along public right-of-ways would impose a charge to 

adjacent landowners based on front footage (N.A., 1961b, p. 5A).  This mandatory fee was 

unpopular with residents who recently purchased homes from the Collins Company.  They 

believed the Collins Company’s decision to sell off its properties responded to increased taxes 

and looming sewer fees.  Many workers felt the sewage plant installation triggered the 

Company’s closing, rather than the increased tariffs and operating costs that had forced the 

Company to downsize Collinsville operations (Butler, 1966, p. 8C).  Regardless, those who 

owned homes and businesses in Collinsville faced installation fees on top of their rising taxes. 

 The Town formed the Sewer Commission in 1965 to oversee the implementation of the 

construction phases and operations.  The first phase required the Town to invest $1.1 million.  

The project covered both the east and west sides of the village.  Sewers were also installed in the 

residential neighborhoods north of Rattlesnake Brook where the high school was located.  Over 

the following decades, the Town extended sewer and water lines to state highway, Route 44, 

which was becoming a commercialized arterial.  This was done in response expected 

development.  This occurred concurrent with the widening of Route 44, beginning in 1984 

(Town of Canton, 1965, p. 5-6; Town of Canton, 1984, p. 11, 46). 

 

Police and Public Safety 

Some of Canton’s public services were unprepared for the Town’s rapid population 

growth; one being police protection.  The Board of Selectmen highlighted this issue in the town’s 

1962 Annual Report (Town of Canton, 1962, p. 11).  The understaffed police department 
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occupied the basement of the Town’s already-crowded Town Hall.  The department lacked a 

sufficient garage and service area for vehicles.  It was not until the 1980s when the police moved 

to a separate building.   

 

The Public Library 

Other Town facilities in Collinsville were operating at full capacity, including the library.  

Collinsville’s library was a revered public space in the village and had functioned as a library for 

80 years.  By the 1980s, the small building’s crowded shelves, despite expansion of the 1920 

structure, warranted construction of a new library.  The Collins Memorial Library closed its 

doors in 2000, when the Town moved library services to Dyer Avenue, in the old high school 

building.  While still within the Collinsville village boundary, it was moved approximately a 

half-mile from Main Street.  The library continued operations under Canton Public Library 

Association, Inc. (Town of Canton, 1986, p. 44; Ayres & Taylor, 2013, p. 50). 

 

Development and Planning in the Region 

The second half of the 20th century was a particularly challenging time for Connecticut.  

Although it experienced periods of prosperity, the state had to respond to new demands:  

disasters, suburbanization, the relocation of industry into urban areas, and the expansion of town 

services.  Canton’s decisions on development responded to the state’s fiscal environment, 

enabling legislation, and state-sponsored projects.  
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Regional Responses   

 The Flood of 1955 left a lasting impact in northwest Connecticut.  Devastation cost the 

region nearly $70 million.5  In response, the state initiated “long-range planning programs to 

insure” recovery, economic prosperity, and improved living conditions.  Three years after the 

flood, the Connecticut Development Commission published the Regional Planning Study for the 

Farmington River Valley region, and set goals for improvement and recovery (Connecticut 

Development Commission, 1958, p. ii, 2).  Nevertheless, the flood proved to be a tipping point 

for many of the region’s industries, especially those located along rivers.  It was one of many 

factors prompting Canton’s shift from industrial node to bedroom suburb.  

 These action plans, coupled with the restructuring of state and town governance, 

stimulated town autonomy.  It forced even the smallest towns to form committees and produce 

planning documents.  A standard was set for Connecticut towns and, over the following two 

decades, they attempted to meet it.  Suburbanization offered a solution to rural towns. 

Suburbanization placed unprecedented commuter traffic on Route 44, which carried 

workers to and from Hartford (Figure 3.4).  In the 1960s, Connecticut developed an elaborate 

interstate highway plan.  Town discussions on redevelopment in the following years often noted 

the State’s transportation plans.  For the redevelopment of Collinsville, the anticipation of 

Interstate 291 and an alternative alignment of Route 44 justified the promotion of 

suburbanization (N.A., 1971a, p. 40A).  In 1968, Canton’s Planning Commission met with State 

Highway Department representatives to discuss possibilities to relocate or reconstruct Route 44.  

With each coming year, traffic on the highway increased, surpassing the 2-lane road’s capacity 

(Town of Canton, 1968, p. 70-71; Town of Canton, 1970, p. 13).  In 1977, State agencies began 

to discuss of a widening project for the highway.  In response the Route 44 improvement project, 
                                                            
5 Equivalent to approximately $621,421,000 in 2019 (US Inflation Calculator, website). 
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Canton stipulated streetscape and sidewalk requirements (Town of Canton, 1977, p. 20; Town of 

Canton, 1980, p. 52).  . 

 

Suburbanization in the Town of Canton 

In the fifty years between 1940 and 1990, Canton transformed from a manufacturing and 

farming town to a suburb, growing in population by three-fold (Figure 3.5).  Newcomers flocked 

to sprouting subdivisions that touted more the value of homes than the quality of community.  In 

1941, about a quarter of Canton’s population lived on farms, but even those sold out when their 

land became more valuable as backyard than field (Drury, 1991, p. 12).6   In response, Canton 

established a Zoning Board to outline the town’s first zoning map in 1957.  This happened much 

later than surrounding towns (Town of Canton, 1960, p. 4).  In 1958, approximately 25% of the 

working population in the region commuted into the Hartford metro.  Employment in trade, 

service, and non-manufacturing fields stood at 40% and was projected to rise (Connecticut 

Development Commission, 1958, p. 11).  In 1950, Canton’s population was 3,484 people, 

concentrated in the Collinsville area (Town of Canton, 1959, p. 3).  However, just a decade later, 

the population grew by a third to 4,765 inhabitants (Town of Canton, 1960, p. 3).  New home 

construction took off in the early 1960s, diminished in the 1970s, and rebounded rapidly in the 

1990s.7  The largest population growth occurred in the 1960s, a decade where the Town gained 

                                                            
6 In further comparison of the era of Canton’s suburbanization, between 1941 and 1991: population grew from 2,769 
to 8,268; working farms dropped from 184 to 2; housing units tripled from 853 to 2,474; and school enrollment 
doubled from 654 to 1,243 (Drury, 1991, p. 12). 
7 In 1962, the Town filed 55 permits for new home construction and received 12 subdivision applications.  The 
following few years fluctuated around this level; between 34 and 63 permits for new construction.  In the 1970s, 
new house construction dropped to approximately 30 per year, but began to increase in the late 1970s.  Commercial 
development along Route 44, supporting residential neighborhoods and Hartford commuters, peaked in the late-
1970s.  Neighborhood growth in North Canton continued in the 1980s and 1990s with increased competition as 
prime land for subdivisions dwindled.  In 1986, 53 new house building permits were filed.  After the mid-1990s, 
new construction decreased(Town of Canton, 1962, p. 11; Town of Canton, 1964, p. 10; Town of Canton, 1969, p. 
60; Town of Canton, 1970, p. 62; Town of Canton, 1977, p. 46; Town of Canton, 1979; Town of Canton, 1986). 
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over 2,000 residents.  By 1970, the Town of Canton’s population totaled 6,868 people (Town of 

Canton, 1960; Town of Canton, 1970; Town of Canton, 1971, p. 3). 

The first wave of suburban development in the 1960s attracted suburbanites who 

contrasted with Canton’s existing blue-collar, largely Republican-minded population.  They 

brought dreams of a new house, a good school, and a neighborhood filled with friends of 

matching race, income, and lifestyle.  Canton, which is physically divided in half by Route 44, 

became ever more separated with the influx of new inhabitants.  Undeveloped and agricultural 

land north of Route 44 was transformed into self-contained neighborhoods, with large houses on 

even larger lots.  The Town of Canton—like Avon, Simsbury, and West Hartford—provided 

Hartford’s white-collar employees with a safe and suburban place to raise their families.  As tax 

payers, these new people expected public services to meet their needs.  Even by 1964, it was 

noted that the voices of these “new people” were beginning to be heard (Johnson, 1964, p. 1B). 

The Town was slow to accommodate and facilitate suburban development and, instead, 

allowed it to progress naturally.  During the first wave of Hartford suburbanization in the 1960s, 

the Board of Selectmen recognized the need to insure an “orderly growth pattern.”  The earliest 

residential development replaced the vacant or unproductive farmland, which was far more 

valuable as residential parcels.  As a result, Canton’s northern half was becoming increasingly 

dotted with subdivisions.  The Town supported this conversion because it bolstered the Grand 

List (Town of Canton, 1967, p. 12).   

The Board of Selectmen also realized that the narrow roads north of Route 44 were 

“inadequate for present day traffic” and would struggle to accommodate a growing population 

(Town of Canton, 1960, p. 12).  In addition to road expansion, the Town foresaw the need to 

plan larger educational facilities.  Having high-achieving public schools gave suburban towns an 
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edge above their neighbors.  In 1966, the Canton Board of Education first discussed siting a 

future high school on a 4-acre parcel on Dyer Avenue, purchased three years earlier.  A nearby 

40-acre parcel previously owned by the Mills family was purchased in 1967 for the Town’s 

future recreational and educational needs.  By the following year, the Town began to convert the 

large open space into Mill Pond Recreational Park, leaving space for educational facilities at a 

later date.  The Park & Recreation Department was founded in 1969 (Town of Canton, 1960, p. 

7-8; Town of Canton, 1962, p. 10; Town of Canton, 1966, p. 5; Town of Canton, 1967, p. 5; 

Town of Canton, 1968, p. 6-8; Town of Canton, 1969, p. 7; Town of Canton, 1973, p. 59).   

 Once considered rural, Canton and other  communities located at the fringe of urban 

centers foresaw infiltration from the growing commuter population.  The expansion of Hartford’s 

suburbs followed the region’s arterial roads and highways. Connecticut Route 44, a major 

arterial road, bled development westward into Canton.  By the early 1970s, Hartford 

suburbanization had totally consumed the towns of West Hartford, Farmington, and Avon.  Next, 

speculators arrived in Burlington, Canton (Collinsville), New Hartford, and West Granby as they 

continued west.  The northwest corner of Connecticut became, once again, the State’s last 

frontier (N.A., 1969, p. 30).   

 A 1970 letter from the Canton Planning Commission to Donald Viering, Chairman of the 

Zoning Commission, discussed the convergent development pressures occurring in the town—in 

both North Canton and along Route 44.  The writer explained that ongoing suburban 

development was “taking money away from Canton for North Canton,” which put undue burden 

on long-time residents and small business owners (Canton Planning Commission, 1970).  The 

Town’s investment to improve rural roads and expand public facilities largely benefited its new 

residents.  Development along Route 44 complicated the issue; it would build a profitable 
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economic tax base for the Town but at the expense of local businesses.  Another letter, dated July 

of that year, repeated the concern.  Viering responded to Chairman Robert “Bob” Menasian of 

the Canton Planning Commission about the “part in the Town’s life to be played by the crowded 

frame houses across the river.”8  He sensed that Canton was on the cusp of become a 

predominantly “bed-room town for workers of various types from the surrounding towns” 

(Viering, 1970).      

Although many of the Collins Company duplexes were owned by former employees 

when the Company closed, the properties turned over and their vacancy increased (Leff, 2014, p. 

A13).  The next wave of owners found Collinsville to be a refuge from the region’s high rents.  

The Planning Commission recognized the growing demand for apartments and affordable 

housing options (Town of Canton, 1969, p. 61).  In towns to the east—Farmington, Simsbury, 

Avon, and West Hartford—the housing market was extremely competitive and expensive.  By 

comparison, Canton was emerging as a “very desirable residential community” with affordable 

options (Town of Canton, 1971).  In response, Canton prepared a Comprehensive Plan of 

Development that outlined economic policies and goals, which included affordable housing 

(Town of Canton, 1972, p. 53). 

 One product of the Plan was Canton’s Housing Authority, established in 1973.  The first 

project administered by the Housing Authority was a apartment complex.  The 40-unit complex 

provided low-income and senior living options, which were not being built by developers.  The 

Town received federal HUD funding through Connecticut Department of Community Affairs.  

These public housing projects were located in the Town’s southern half, while North Canton was 

                                                            
8 Viering muddled the articulation of his point: the substandard housing in Collinsville should not be overlooked for 
its contribution to the Town’s culture. 
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experiencing a frantic land-grab to build high-end subdivisions (Town of Canton, 1974, p. 5; 

Town of Canton, 1975, p. 4; Town of Canton, 1978, p. 44).  

 The 1980 U.S. Census revealed that Canton was experiencing “an unexpectedly large 

increase in residential development.”  Preliminary census figures in July estimated a population 

of 7,455; however, after reconsideration, this was increased to 7,650.  Still, Canton officials 

believed this figure was too low (Petersen, 1980b, p. C3A). 

 In 1980, the Planning Commission reported on the character of subdivisions being 

developed in the Town’s northern half.  In general, developers encountered “difficulties…due to 

the character of the land, the slope and rocky hills” (Town of Canton, 1980, p. 52).  They solved 

this issue with a low-density, large-lot pattern of development.  Land that easily accommodated 

residential development was steadily decreasing, leaving tracts requiring a greater investment to 

develop—the tops of mountains and in relatively remote locations.  There was a minor lull in 

residential development in the following years, but this was balanced by commercial 

development along Route 44. 

During the 1985 annual Town Meeting, the Board of Selectmen commented on the 

Town’s progress toward goals set forth in the 1972 Plan for Development.  The Plan estimated 

that Canton’s population would exceed 15,000 inhabitants by 1985.  In reality, the population 

was barely 8,000.  In defense of the shortfall, members deduced that Canton was “hill country” 

and would not match the pattern or rate of development common in neighboring towns (Town of 

Canton, 1985, p. 5).  In 1987, the Canton Planning Commission held a meeting with the planning 

consultant firm Robert S. Bryan & Associates and the Town Update Committee, the group 

tasked with updating the plan.  The consultant firm identified three issues the Town needed to 
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address:  growth pressure management, open space and natural resource conservation, and 

housing diversity maintenance (Town of Canton, 1987, p. 46).   

 In 1982, the Economic Development Agency had first proposed the purchase and 

development of a 75-acre Corporate/Industrial Park.  The approved plan located the park south 

of Dowd Avenue, between Route 44 and Collinsville (Town of Canton, 1982; Town of Canton, 

1983, p. 50). Its development required the installation of public water and sewer lines along 

Dowd Avenue.  If extended further north to Route 44, these utilities would encourage more 

commercial development.  By 1986, the Town purchased the property for the industrial park 

using a state grant program (Town of Canton, 1986, p. 50; Town of Canton, 1987, p. 48).  

Although the land was purchased, discussions continued throughout the following year about the 

pending development.  Members of the involved committees advised that an industrial park 

development on the foothills of Huckleberry Hill would clash with the development of future 

residential subdivisions nearby (Town of Canton, 1988, p. 29).  The Town remained steadfast on 

its plans to develop the first corporate park in order to diversify its tax base.   

 In 1987, Collinsville contained two-thirds of the Town’s population  but represented only 

one-third of the population’s net income.  Despite this, Collinsville villagers proved to be “very 

capable of uniting for a common cause” (Riley, 1987, p. E21).  In 1987, a 37.5-acre rezoning 

proposal that would allow for condominium development was presented at a public hearing.  The 

proposed housing development on Huckleberry Hill was met with “sharp criticism.”  The critics 

were concerned that a condominium development on the hillside northeast of Collinsville would 

have negative implications on the historic character of the village (Swift, 1987c, p. C3-G).  

Landev Inc., the Simsbury development company pursuing the rezoning, continued to make 
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appeals to the Zoning Commission but to no avail.  The primary concern of Collinsville residents 

was congestion (N.A., 1987, p. C31).   

Canton’s population growth put added pressure on the Town’s public amenities.  In 1988, 

there was an opportunity to increase public recreation facilities.  The Lowell family’s golf 

course, located along Route 44 in the eastern part of Canton, was for sale.  The Board of 

Selectmen discussed its potential as a municipally-operated golf course.  Although the Town 

initiated a preliminary feasibility study, further investigation was terminated by town vote, 3 to 2 

(Town of Canton, 1988, p. 7; Town of Canton, 1989, p. 59).  The Lowell golf course, one of the 

Town’s last remaining developable open spaces, would later become a large shopping mall. 

By the 1990s, newcomers were commanding significant political and social influence.  

Their voices in government were beginning to clash with those of Collinsville residents.  

Although the entire citizenry generally agreed on basic goals—to increase the tax base, to 

improve schools, and to provide recreational opportunities—there was a growing division of 

opinion about how they would be achieved.  

The Planning Commission held a public hearing in March of 1990 to discuss updating the 

Town plan.  The new plan specifically provided a “guideline for development and the 

designation of open space and conservation in town.”  Whereas previous suburban development 

concentrated north of Route 44, the Commission’s proposal recommended focusing new 

development in Collinsville—not in Canton Center, North Canton, or Canton Village.  The plan 

explained that “the geography of other parts of town is not conducive to building,” containing 

wetlands and ledge.  During the hearing, several Collinsville residents voiced their concerns 

about development’s impact on “a quaint and scenic mill village.”  In contrast, North Canton 

residents were concerned about the loss of open space.  Supporting the Planning Commission, 
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Selectwomen Marin S. Guiney said, “we all can see what happens when a natural asset is ignored 

for too long.  It’s better to try to save it now” (Weir, 1990a, p. 6E).   

 Later that year during a town meeting, First Selectwomen Mary Fletcher offered a 

thought-provoking prologue she called “Canton in the Year 2010.”  Fletcher worried that 

rampant suburban development threatened the Town’s scenic mountains, rural character, and 

public space for recreation (Town of Canton, 1990).  Her speech opened to a heated discussion 

between newcomers, Collinsville residents, and North Canton natives.  Jim Lowell, descendent 

of Canton’s first residents, described the “unspoken friction” between Collinsville and North 

Canton residents, now exasperated by the influx of newcomers.  He worried that the Town’s 

“essential people” were losing out to commuters, characterized as a certain age group, high 

incomes, and “aggressive personalities.”9  Although Jim Eschert defended Canton’s diversity as 

the Town’s greatest asset, he warned about an emerging pattern in surrounding towns.  

Hartford’s closest suburbs were becoming “very homogenous, very alike in the economic class 

that lives in the town, the social standing,” which he thought was unhealthy (Town of Canton, 

1990, p. 12-15).10   

 Canton native Bill Volovski worried about the “ big demands placed on the town” when a 

bedroom community rapidly moves in.  He alluded to Collinsville’s ongoing economic issues 

and the need for school system improvements.  Another audience member, trying to offer 

optimism, compared Collinsville to Freeport, Maine.  This, in turn, provoked an uproar (Town of 

Canton, 1990, p. 17-18).  Not only did Canton, and largely Collinsville residents, reject the 

                                                            
9 The term “essential people” is used in following chapters and discussions to describe Collinsville residents who 
transcend the Collins Company and post-Collins Company eras.  They are socially and culturally invested in the 
Collinsville community.   
10 Interestingly, commenters noted that they did not want a town of “yuppies,” whilst many advocates for controlled 
town growth were not native, but newcomers themselves.  To understand this hypocrisy, newcomers to Collinsville 
readily distinguished themselves from the new home owners in North Canton. 
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notion of commercial and tourism development for their small downtown, they were shocked by 

the very suggestion.  To them, this highlighted the widening divide between Collinsville 

residents and their commuting neighbors in the hills.  Collinsville was a living, breathing 

community through thick and thin, but newcomers failed to see past the antiquated buildings and 

a slower pace of life.  Like so many other places in the Northeast, historic industrial centers felt 

pressure to redevelop or redefine.  

  

Village-Town Identity Changes 

The evolution of town services in Canton have been predicated by two changes:  the 

close of the Collin Company in 1966 and the Town’s rapid suburbanization in the second half of 

the 20th century.  The Town of Canton, as proudly declared in its 1965 Annual Report, had one 

principal industry:  the “manufacture of axes and machetes” (Town of Canton, 1965).  This 

category was absent in all ensuing Annual Reports.  Perhaps seemingly insignificant, it marked 

Canton’s transition into a suburban town.   

Residents worried that without the Collins Company the loss of Collinsville’s identity 

was imminent.  In 1967, news broke that the telephone directory would change their 

“Collinsville” listings to “Canton,” sparking an outcry that caught the attention of the Hartford 

Courant.  The article, “’Collinsville’ Remains Same Despite Phones,” described the simplified 

geographic demarcations that followed town boundaries and lessened village distinctions (N.A., 

1967e, p. 24C).   

Canton was “a small factory-and-farm town trying to accommodate itself to a new 

bedroom population” (N.A., 1984, p. C1).  Suburbanization was not just a solution for Canton’s 

fallen economy, it was an inevitable succession of the Town’s social structure.  By the 1990s, the 
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Collins Company duplexes were “historic, charming and affordable alternatives to the fairly 

pricey housing in the Farmington Valley” (Routhier, 1991, p. H1).  Collinsville’s new residents 

were musicians and artists who saw opportunity where others saw decay.  As historian David 

Leff explained, the village’s “distinctive ambience of traditional building styles in a sea of 

increasingly homogenized suburbia held the loyalty of townies and drew new residents” (Leff, 

2014, p. A13).    

 

Conclusion 

Although Route 44 predestined Canton to become a suburb of Hartford, the Town was 

slow to establish development regulations and zoning.  An increase in real estate value in North 

Canton proved to be a double-edged sword.  Although it bolstered the Town’s tax rolls, 

newcomers demanded the modernization of public services and facilities.  The Town of Canton’s 

hilly, rugged landscape complicated the rate of development, but did not dispel land speculators 

looking to turn a profit and Hartford yuppies with dreams of suburbia.   

The houses that developed in the northern hills were far from affordable for the average 

citizen.  Realizing an inadequacy in new affordable housing options, the Town invested in public 

housing and an industrial park, both near Collinsville.  In 1972, three prevalent issues were 

recognized:  growth management, open space conservation, and housing diversity.  By 1985, 

however, progress on these goals was debated.   

Tension was rising among the Collinsville villagers, who felt outnumbered and 

disregarded by their wealthy North Canton counterparts.  It hit a boiling point in the 1990s when 

Town commissions discussed shifting development to Collinsville.  Mary Fletcher’s prologue to 

“future Canton” was particularly poignant to citizens who felt homogeneity and the loss of 
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“essential people” threatened Collinsville’s character.  The contrasting populations in 

Collinsville and North Canton had different opinions on Town matters.  Suburbanization 

continued to complicate discussions pertaining to Town planning and the future of Collinsville. 
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Figure 3.1 Map of town divisions, Connecticut.  Red dot on Canton.  
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Figure 3.2  Town of Canton Organizational Chart (Comprehensive Annual Financial Report,  Jun 2005,  p. vi).  

 
Figure 3.3  Frame garage, formerly owned by the Collins Co. Fire Dept. (Credit:  Hartford Courant 1966). 



152 
 

 
Figure 3.4  Road map of Canton in 1974.  Route 44 and, to a lesser extent, Route 179 became prominent commuter 
roads into the Hartford metro.  Collinsville located at bottom (Connecticut Department of Transportation, 1974). 
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Figure 3.5  Graph of Town of Canton population.  Suburban development took off in the 1950s.  Census data is not 
available for 1830 and 1840 (Data from U.S. Census Bureau, Census of Population and Housing).  
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CHAPTER 4.  
COLLINSVILLE’S REINCARNATION 

 

Introduction 

 Collinsville residents fought relentlessly to preserve their village’s vitality and heritage 

despite an apparent lack of consensus.  They feared the “rootless, ephemeral feel” of other 

suburbanized towns, caused by unchecked development and insufficient resource management.  

Faced abruptly with change, Collinsville had a “chance to revitalize itself not by throwing away 

its past, but by using what it had in new ways” (Davenport, 1970, p. 2J).  Collinsville residents 

had to take an active role in Town governance in order to advocate the needs of the village, 

which lacked allocated representation.  

This chapter focuses on redevelopment, revitalization, and preservation in Collinsville.  

The first section investigates the redevelopment projects first proposed in the 1960s.  

Incorporating the perspectives of Town commissions and residents, it discusses what led Canton 

to ultimately abandon plans to drastically redevelop Collinsville’s Main Street.  The second 

section covers preservation and redevelopment efforts pursued by the Town.  The third section 

outlines private preservation and revitalization projects in Collinsville.  The fourth section 

chronologically describes the creation and administration of the Collinsville National Register 

Historic District and the Local Historic District.  It focuses on challenges faced by the district 

study committees in response to public opinion.   

 

Proposed Collinsville Redevelopment Projects 

With the factory quiet, Collinsville was rendered a ghost town.  In addition, the severe 

economic loss threatened to curtail public services (N.A., 1969, p. 30).  Advocates for 
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redevelopment readily contrasted the fervent commercialization occurring along Route 44 with 

Collinsville.  Hartford Courant writer Malcolm Johnson gave his observations in a thought-

provoking 1964 piece titled “Anatomy of a Town Bypassed By Progress” (Figure 2.45).  

Describing Collinsville as “off the beaten path and on the wrong side of the turnpike,” he 

romanticized “the modern motorized shopper” environment that accompanied suburban 

development.  Although historically the population center of the town was Collinsville, now it 

seemed deserted and losing ground to newcomers.  If Collinsville needed a new industry: he 

suggested it make a business out of suburbanization (Johnson, 1964, p. 1B).   

 

Before the Collins Company Closure 

Before the Collins Company closed, the Company carried one-third of the tax load for the 

Town (Collinsville Historic District Study Committee, 1977, p. 25).  During the down-scaling of 

operations in the early 1960s, the Company sold over 80 residential units, many of which were 

built in the formative days of the village (N.A., 1961b, p. 5A).  Although by 1966 these duplexes 

were over 130-years old, they still amounted to a valuable real estate holding.  Together, the land 

was assessed at a value $500,000 less than a year after the Company’s liquidation (N.A., 1967b, 

p. 6C).   

 With deindustrialization imminent, the Town was considering options to bluster and 

diversify its economy.  The Canton Industry and Development Commission engaged in a study 

of options in 1965.  It reached a consensus that “Canton, lacking the essential criteria for ideal 

industrial sites, [could] best improve its tax income by planned upgrading of residential real 

estate” (Town of Canton, 1965, p. 54).  The Town established the Canton Chamber of 
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Commerce in 1976 to function as a stakeholder board, representing local businesses and 

enterprises (Town of Canton, 1976, p. 11). 

 Discussion about redevelopment and renewal began in the early 1960s.  The Federal 

Housing Act of 1954 offered matching grants to communities for urban renewal projects.11  In 

1962, the Canton Board of Selectmen appointed an Urban Renewal Committee to begin 

investigation on redevelopment options for Collinsville and to liaise with the State’s Capitol 

Region Planning Agency (Town of Canton, 1962, p. 10).  The Committee hired planning 

consultants E.H. Lord-Wood Associates to draw up a preliminary redevelopment plan for 

Collinsville.  The plan, which they presented to the Planning Commission, called for widespread 

razing of the blocks north of Main Street (Figure 4.1).  With a hefty price tag, the redevelopment 

plan was tabled because of the pending sewer project (N.A., 1963, p. 10).  In 1964, the Town 

transferred the project administration from the Urban Renewal Committee to the newly formed 

Canton Redevelopment Agency (N.A., 1966j, p. 32A1; Town of Canton, 1965, p. 13).12   

Town meetings were concerned about formulating a municipal building code.  The 

Town’s eligibility for federal funding depended on building code compliance and administration 

(N.A., 1964d, p. 6C; N.A., 1964c, p. 4C).  Even in 1964, Canton did not have a building code 

defined in the Town Charter.  As a necessary step in redevelopment, Town officials continued to 

press the issue but were met with “strong resistance to adoption of codes, particularly a housing 

code” (N.A., 1964d, p. 6C).  The consultants hired to evaluate the financial capacity of the town 

recommended the construction of multi-family apartment buildings as part of a larger 

improvement plan.  This would require the Town to adopt an appropriate set of codes.  When 

                                                            
11 These projects mandated a housing and architectural study that ranked buildings on a scale by their condition for 
habitation.  Similar to the Housing Act of 1937, these studies could label blocks blighted, targeting them for 
demolition (Tomlan, 2015, p. 49).   
12 There are few surviving records from the Urban Renewal Committee.  When administration transferred, the Urban 
Renewal Committee folded and its documents were likely improperly archived, if at all.  
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brought to a vote, however, the Town rejected the idea of federally-financed urban renewal in 

Collinsville (N.A., 1964a, p. 6C; Kenney, 1970, p. 19C).   

 In 1965, the Democratic Town Commission held a meeting about the possibility of 

redeveloping part of Collinsville into a shopping center.  The area under consideration contained 

the bulk of commercial buildings along Main Street, an area bound by New River Road, Main 

Street, and Center Street (Parham, 1965, p. 23C; N.A., 1966g, p. 26C).  Seemingly enticed by 

federal redevelopment funds, the Commission weighed the circumstances.  Members argued 

over the proximity of large shopping centers.  They were undecided on whether automobile 

traffic on Route 179, which runs through Collinsville, could support future commercial 

development.  Comments were made about Collinsville’s inadequacies for business, namely the 

narrow streets, high curbs, and lack of street parking.  By the close of the meeting, the 

Commission’s position was clear.  A committee member, when asked what should be done with 

Collinsville, answered:  “Walk away and leave it.  That would be the cheapest way out, or wait 

50 more years and make it a historic area” (N.A., 1965, p. 35A). 

 An report on the existing housing stock yielded information about housing conditions, 

characteristics of families affected by poor housing, and causes of blight (N.A., 1964c, p. 4C).  It 

was estimated that 29% of the buildings within Collinsville were below the Census of Housing’s 

standards.  When inspected, 41% of the 50 buildings on the west side of the river contained 

“building deficiencies.”  Cause for deterioration, the study suggested, stemmed from hazardous 

streets and cumbersome development circumstances.  A seven-step plan, calling for the 

rehabilitation and relocation of housing, was offered to the Town (Parham, 1965, p. 23C).13 

                                                            
13 The seven-step plan included: codes and ordinances, community planning, neighborhood analysis, administrative 
organization, financing, housing for displaced families, and programs for citizen participation.  This program typical 
of state-of-the-art community planning during this period.   
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Canton’s continued attempts to redevelop Collinsville were “subsequently defeated” 

(Town of Canton, 1966, p. 55).  In 1966, when the Collins Company’s property entered the 

market, the Canton Redevelopment Agency proposed adding it to the lands slated for renewal.  

Ultimately, the Town decided against the idea (N.A., 1966g, p. 26C).  Financial Board Chairman 

Donald Rudder opposed the Agency’s redevelopment plan, which was prepared for the federal 

HUD grant application.14  He stated three reasons for his dismissal:  one, it exceeded the town’s 

debt limits; two, it diverted focus from the construction of a new high school; and three, it 

compounded the costs of the Town’s sewage project (N.A., 1966j, p. 32A1).  When the 

Redevelopment Commission sought to proceed with a study of Collinsville’s redevelopment 

potential, it was barely defeated in a Town Meeting vote, 159 to 156 (Town of Canton, 1967).  

Although not protected from the possibility of redevelopment in the future, it was clear by the 

late-1960s that the Town felt Collinsville redevelopment was too risky. 

 

Loss of Industry 

 In 1969, the Town began to discuss redevelopment and renovation options that would 

increase the tax base in downtown Collinsville.  These proposed improvement projects were 

modest by comparison to earlier schemes.  The “remodeling project,” conceived of by a group of 

Collinsville businessmen, urged the Town to widen and repave Main Street, install street lights, 

add new parking areas, and landscape the village center (N.A., 1969b, p. 30).  Archie Paine, Sr., 

who owned a number of downtown businesses, presented his improvement proposal to the Town 

in June, 1969.  He worked with an architect to render before-and-after images that highlighted 

his vision to revitalize the downtown and attract new businesses (Figure 4.2).  Paine warned that 

                                                            
14 The Department of Housing and Urban Development began offering Urban Development Action Grants in 1976; 
however, this program did not live up to its expectations.  It was largely rejected by preservationists, but was 
compounded by the decrease in state aid for redevelopment and rehabilitation projects (Tomlan, 2015, p. 79).   
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without improvement, Collinsville “would continue to go downhill into the worst slum you ever 

saw” (N.A., 1969a, p. 16C).  Robert Menasian, Chairman of the Canton Planning Commission, 

suggested to Paine that Collinsville would qualify for Community Development Action Plan 

(CDAP) grants funded by the Capital Region Planning Agency.15  Unlike Paine, who envisioned 

a renewed “old New England mill town,” Menasian thought Collinsville would be a good 

candidate for a “subregional shopping area” (N.A., 1969a, p. 16C; Town of Canton, 1969, p. 11).   

 By 1970, attention had turned from redevelopment to restoration.  In March, an “interim 

committee for restoration of Collinsville Village” presented their informal recommendations to 

the Planning Commission and the Zoning Commission (N.A., 1970a, p. 10C).  Brown, Donald & 

Donald, planners hired by the Town, laid out six goals in their restoration proposal.16  

Ultimately, the Town Selectmen opposed the planners’ approach, which called for the 

conversion of Main Street into a pedestrian mall.  Their plan also recommended the 

redevelopment of the entire village, including the 17-acre Collins Company complex (Kenney, 

1970, p. 19C; N.A., 1970b, p. 8C).    

Another redevelopment plan was proposed in 1971 by the Town’s Economic 

Development Subcommittee.  Calling for the immediate redevelopment of Collinsville, 

Chairman John Dooley, Jr. proposed construction of 6-story apartment buildings on the Collins 

Company factory site.  His subcommittee believed that retail and residential use would yield 

more revenue than industrial use.  The proposal also included other locations for multi-unit 

                                                            
15 The Community Development Action Plan (CDAP) Commission spearheaded the Town’s inquiry into 
revitalization.  The commission was led by John Meconkey, who was once a Collins Company official (Davenport, 
1970, p. 2J).  The State required CDAP funding to address inter-personal communication; municipal government 
participation; a focus on public utilities, cultural development, economic development, education, community 
health, housing, and social services; transportation and circulation planning, and strategies for public recreation.  
The Town of Canton instituted two more objectives: Aesthetics and Conservation (Town of Canton, 1970, p. 60-1).    
16 These goals included maintaining the village’s civic role in the town, providing effective transportation 
infrastructure, preserving historic heritage, encouraging new commercial structures, and encouraging the 
redevelopment of industrial areas (Kenney, 1970, p. 19C).   
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condominiums and recommendations for the Route 44 corridor and Colonial Acres Area.  Robert 

Pollock of Brown, Donald & Donald commented that this plan would not qualify as urban 

renewal (N.A., 1971a, p. 40A).  This opinion subsequently halted consideration of the plan.  

Instead, the firm focused the Town to another pressing need:  parking (N.A., 1971c, p. 12C1). 

It was believed that “adequate parking would stimulate private property owners to 

rehabilitate their buildings” (Kenney, 1970, p. 19C).  In the downtown, where parking was at a 

premium, the Town Hall was criticized for generating the most traffic.  In 1971, Brown, Donald 

& Donald drew up a plan for a parking lot at Main Street and Front Street, west of the Town Hall 

building.  As first proposed, the drafted parking lot appeared to infringe on private land.  A few 

months later, the project hit a snag when this was confirmed; portions of the land were actually 

owned by the Collinsville Co., the Hartford Electric Light Co., and the Penn Central Railroad.  

Although temporarily stalling the project, the Town was able to navigate complex property 

acquisitions (N.A., 1971c, p. 12C1; N.A., 1971d, p. 29C).  

The Town initiated construction of the new parking lot in 1972.  Previously, Main Street 

cut across the western block, connecting with Bridge Street at a diagonal (Figure 4.3).  

Continuing straight down Main Street would land the automobilist in the Collins Company 

parking lot, facing a large brick warehouse.  The new plan redrew the road to follow a rectilinear 

alignment and allowed a square parking lot to be constructed in the western block.  It opened for 

public parking in 1973 (Town of Canton, 1972, p. 19; Town of Canton, 1973, p. 4-5).   

This, however, did not end the discussion about parking.  The issue of parking was 

reignited in 1977 by Archie Paine, Sr., owner of the Hough Block on Main Street.  A private 

attorney hired by Paine presented a proposal to the Zoning Commission, outlining an extensive 

parking plan.  It included converting Main Street to one-way traffic, removing the Green’s 
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islands for parallel parking, and the design of approximately 400 parking spaces within 700 feet 

of Town Hall.  They explained that limited parking contributed to economic issues—their 

rationale for this ambitious parking plan.  The Town took note of Paine’s parking proposal, but 

no action was taken (N.A., 1977f, p. 36A). 

 

Town Hall:  The Downtown Anchor  

Canton’s Town Hall, a brick Neo-Gothic structure located on Center Street, was built in 

1904 to house the town offices and assembly hall (Figure 4.4).  When the Collins Company 

closed and its properties entered the market, the Town of Canton considered acquiring additional 

space for its growing administrative needs.  With the Redevelopment Commission’s pending 

proposal for downtown redevelopment, the Town sought possible locations for relocation and 

expressed interest in the Collins Company Office Building.  Although the 3-story, artificial stone 

building could provide office space, it did not have an assembly room for town meetings.  The 

Town also had to consider the needs of the police department, which was using the basement of 

the Town Hall.  The previous Town Hall renovation in 1959 had been rapidly outgrown (N.A., 

1966h, p. 15C; Town of Canton, 1959, p. 9).   

A letter from Planning Commission Chairman Robert Menasian to the CDAP Committee 

outlined options to relieve Town Hall crowding.  Referencing Brown, Donald & Donald’s Plan 

of Development studies for Collinsville, he concluded that “the Town Hall is the key to what is 

done to [downtown Collinsville]” (Menasian, 1970, p. 1).  The Town Hall would dictate the type 

of circulation system—particularly vehicular—for Collinsville.  He gave three options:  one, 

renovate the Valley House for Town Hall purposes and convert the existing building for 
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recreation; two, enlarge the existing Town Hall and forego establishing a community center; and 

three, build a new Town Hall outside of Collinsville downtown.    

Canton considered all of these options.  In the early 1970s, the Town began to investigate 

the “feasibility of using the Kozlak Building for Town Hall purposes” (Town of Canton, 1973, p. 

11-12).  This building stood immediately to the south of Town Hall (Figure 4.5).   The Kozlak 

Building fronts Main Street and was a typical brick late-19th century commercial structure with 

stone embellishments, cast iron columns, and granite sills.  It replaced Gothic Hall, which burned 

in 1887, and contained stores and apartments through the early 20th century.  The Town hired an 

architect in 1973 to advise the Board of Selectmen on the feasibility of this rehabilitation project.  

The plans proved reasonable, and the Town purchased the Main Street property in 1974.  

Renovation of the building began by replacing the first floor retail shops and upper floors with 

town administrative offices.  An addition constructed on the north wall of the Kozlak Building 

connected it with the existing Town Hall (Town of Canton, 1974, p. 5). 

The decision to keep the existing Town Hall played an important role in the preservation 

of downtown Collinsville.  Renovation of the Kozlak Building provided a long term solution to 

Canton’s administrative office needs.  It also extinguished the proposal to level and redevelop 

the Main Street block.  Some would argue that the decision acted contrary to other initiatives 

being pushed by the Town, such as business development in Collinsville.  The Town Hall’s 

expansion excluded a number of Main Street retail and residential units from tax rolls.  

 

Preserving the Village Character 

 For hundreds of residents, Collinsville would never be the same without the Collins 

Company.  It was a place that had just suffered a very real loss with economic and social 
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implications.  The Collins Company factory, when described as a place of industrial mystique 

and praised for its historical timelessness, elicited recoil in villagers who only new the factory as 

“a dirty and dangerous place” (Jones, 1979, p. 4H).  To these citizens, their village’s character 

was found in its narrow streets, hometown businesses, picturesque scenes, and endearing 

traditions.  Collinsville was not just a factory. 

 Amidst the fervor of suburbanization in Canton’s uplands, Collinsville’s Main Street 

retained both its charm and many of its businesses.  Eaton Hardware, located at the intersection 

of Main Street and Market Street, was one steadfast business.  It had operated as a hardware 

store since its construction in the 1860s.17  Dozens other businesses operated in a collection of 

Italianate, Neo-Gothic, Richardsonian Romanesque, Neo-Classical, and Greek Revival style 

buildings that line the Main Street, telling of the villages continual growth and expansion 

throughout the 19th and early-20th century.  There were lunch counters, butchers, offices, and 

pharmacies.  Physically, Main Street survived suburbanization despite the Town’s inadequate 

zoning laws and planning (Jones, 1979, p. 4H).   

 One of the village’s most noteworthy buildings, the 1868 Valley House Hotel, had long 

been the pride of the community.  It first operated as a Collins Company-owned hotel for visiting 

businessmen and customers.  By the 1960s, it served as a lunchroom for factory employees and a 

make-shift boarding house.  When the Company liquidated, the building was sold to a new 

owner who rented out rooms.  Later, the Valley House functioned as a second-hand furniture 

store.  J. Raymond Chintz purchased the Valley House and began leasing out 17 apartments in 

the mid-1970s.  He invested in minor renovations to the building’s interior.  In 1981, Chintz sold 

the Valley House to Linda Klatt, a Farmington attorney, for $450,000.  Klatt eventually 

converted the existing 1- and 2-bedroom apartments into condominiums (N.A., 1981a, p. C2A).  
                                                            
17 Eaton Hardware closed its doors in 2001.  The first floor retail space is now occupied by a kitchen and bath fitter.  
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Today, the Valley House contains sought-after apartments, with modern amenities and open 

floor plans. 

 In 1937, the Canton museum in the Bowling Alleys (Old Plough Shed) began to form.  

The Collins Company had permitted pattern-maker Fred Widen to use the space to keep his 

accumulating memorabilia, doodads, and sentimental items (Hirsh, 1994, p. E4; Lander, 2001, p. 

86).  Nothing became of this collection until Widen organized a make-shift museum in 1956.  

The museum was first opened during the Town’s 150th celebration, but did not maintain regular 

hours until 1969 when it became the Canton Museum.  Using Widen’s collection as its 

foundation, the Canton Historical Society continued to operate the museum out of the building 

on Front Street.  The Society leased the building from Thomas Perry.  In 1977, it was renamed 

the Canton Historical Museum (Craig, 1969, p. 6H; Klem, 1977, p. 13B).  

 The village character continues beyond the confines of Main Street.  The Collinsville 

Congregational Church (1858-), a massive neoclassical frame structure at the south end of the 

Green, remains a significant element in the village.  A fire in 1857 consumed the original 1836 

church, but with help from the Collins Company it was rebuilt.  Besides alterations and additions 

to modernize the structure, the building still serves its founding congregation.  Its age, however, 

began to show in the latter half of the 20th century.  In April of 1978, the congregation 

discovered the building’s roof had weakened, prompting immediate action to restore the 

structure (Figure 4.6).  In 1979, the Congregational Church received a $40,646 federal grant to 

fund part of an extensive restoration project.18  The $120,000 project on the 121-year old church 

included replacing roof joists, installing steel beams in the basement, insulating the sanctuary, 

                                                            
18 The grant was from the U.S. Department of the Interior’s Heritage, Conservation and Recreation Service division 
and distributed through state Historical Preservation Office (SHPO).  At this point in time, the state SHPO operated 
out of the Connecticut Historical Commission.  The church was eligible for the grant due to its inclusion in the 
Collinsville National Historic District (Candels, 1979, p. 33B).   
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repairing windows, applying new mortar to the fieldstone foundation, and straightening the 

steeple (Figure 4.7 and Figure 4.8).  The costs not covered by the grant, totaling about $80,000, 

was funded by church members and private donations (Candels, 1979, p. 33B).   

 Affordable housing also contributes to Collinsville’s distinct character.  In 1976, the 

Town of Canton purchased 6-8 Market Street, a Collins Company duplex, with the intent to 

demolish it for a parking lot (Town of Canton, 1977, p. 1).  Plans never went through, and the 

Town continued to rent the two apartments instead.  By the 1990s, the 160-year old structure was 

in need of approximately $100,000 worth of repairs, including a new roof, foundation repairs, 

new lighting, new heating systems, new kitchens, new bathrooms, and lead paint remediation.  

The Town needed to decide whether the property should be sold, continue in residential use, or 

function as public office space (Trotta, 1993b, p. D5G).  In the end, the Town chose not to 

demolish the duplex.  In 1995, it was rehabilitated and sold to a private owner as a residential 

property.   

In 1987, attention turned from downtown Collinsville to the upper slopes of Huckleberry 

Hill.  A developer approached the Town with a proposal for a 120-unit residential development 

on 37.5 acres located east of High Street and south of Atwater Road.  Although the Town board 

supported the required zoning change, 4-to-1 in favor, residents in attendance at the meeting 

expressed a strong opposition.  Approximately 1-acre of the site impinged on the proposed 

Collinsville Historic District and would be visually intrusive.  The potential to grow the Town’s 

tax base drew elected officials further from the views of their citizen voters.  Citizens were more 

concerned about adverse impacts and the cost of sewer expansions (Swift, 1987b, p. C3H).  In 

the end, the project was abandoned.  
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 Despite the physical preservation of the village’s downtown and a strong community 

identity, Collinsville was changing.  In 1994, Canton elected their first Town Historian, Carl 

Svenson, Jr., who was eager to combine the roles of Town Historian and President of the Canton 

Historical Society.  As a previous Collins Company employee himself, Svenson’s recalled times 

when the village was bustling and growing.19  As a child, his mother had donated family items to 

Widen’s newly established museum.  Svenson served as a vital link between the Collinsville of 

the past, and a redefined Collinsville of the future.  He, like many others, had to reconcile an 

appreciation for Collinsville’s legacy from anguish he experienced when the Company closed 

(Hirsh, 1994, p. E4).   

In 2000, the residents of Collinsville faced another dilemma.  In accordance with the U.S. 

Postal Service’s consolidation of zip codes and offices across the state, Collinsville would lose 

its address identifier.  All postage addressed ‘Collinsville, CT’ would be rendered invalid, 

requiring the use of ‘Canton, CT.’  Almost 1,000 residents petitioned their selectmen in protest, 

saying the change would significantly impact the identity of the village.  There was little protest 

to zip code simplification, but the loss of Collinsville from addresses sparked outrage.  David 

Leff wrote to the First Selectwomen, stating “The name of our village belongs to the people of 

Collinsville.  No instrumentality of the federal government has the right to take it away” (Lemos, 

2000, p. B1).  He went on to explain that the village’s economic revitalization depended on its 

identity.  With the backing of U.S. Congresswoman Nancy Johnson, the U.S. Postal Service 

reversed the change, allowing both Canton and Collinsville addresses to share the same zip code. 

 By the 21st century, Collinsville visitors arrived from increasingly distant locations.  The 

abundance of quality recreation, natural beauty, and historic character attracted weekenders and 

                                                            
19 Svenson specifically mentions conservations about the history of the Company’s extensive property holdings.  His 
fondest memories include times when buildings were moved to other locations and reused instead of being torn 
down (i.e. the first Collins Company Office, which was converted into a two-family house) (Hirsh, 1994, p. E4).   
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tourists.  In 2001, David Lander wrote an article on Collinsville’s allure in American Heritage 

and included travel recommendations.  He praised the village’s “remarkable” preservation and its 

“embodiment of Yankee ingenuity.”  He took care in the article to describe the duplexes, factory 

buildings, Main Street, the Flood of 1955, and the Company’s fall.  He concluded the article with 

a description of the village’s recreational and scenic assets:  the Farmington River, a greenway 

trail, and the nostalgic Main Street (Lander, 2001, p. 84-88).   

 In 2007, Arthur Frommer, in Budget Travel magazine, named Collinsville one of “10 

Coolest Small Towns” in America.20  The article describes the village as “an enclave of artists 

and musicians” and a balance of hip and homey (Spencer, 2007, p. B3).  Successful business, 

such as the Collinsville Baking Co., Collinsville Canoe and Kayak, the Crown and Hammer pub, 

and LaSalle Market & Deli, were attracting young people and revitalizing the historic village.  

However, this article received mixed reviews among Collinsville residents.   

    

Collinsville Historic District 

 With the implementation of the National Historic Preservation Act in 1966, not only 

historic properties of national importance, but also those buildings, structures, sites, and districts 

of state and local significance could be listed on the National Register of Historic Places.  

Connecticut initiated the State Register of Historic Places in 1975, further attracting the attention 

of towns and cities who saw the importance of designation.  In 1975, Canton created its first 

National Register district, the Canton Center Historic District, and established a Historic District 

Commission under its Town Charter (Town of Canton, 1976, p. 39).  Soon after, the Collinsville 

Historic District was added to the National Register.  However, creating a local historic district 

                                                            
20 The other towns recognized include Millerton, NY; Milford, PA; Yachats, OR; Waitsburg, WA; Paia, HI; 
Parkville, MO; Silver City, NM; Peterborough, NH; and Tuscumbia, AL (Spencer, 2007, p. B3).   
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for the village would prove to be a difficult and exasperating process.  Historic district advocates 

confronted long-time residents who were adamant on protecting their property rights.  Finally, in 

1988, the local Collinsville Historic District garnered approval.  This section outlines the decades 

of work that went into establishing historic districts in Collinsville and how they were used for 

advocacy.  

 

National Register District 

The first discussion of a local historic district for Collinsville occurred at a meeting of 

concerned citizens in 1969.  They recognized Collinsville as an example of a typical New 

England mill village, retaining notable 19th century industrial, commercial, and residential 

architecture.  As development of car-dependent shopping malls and condominiums encroached 

on Canton, these citizens worried that quaint Collinsville would be under threat (Collinsville 

Historic District Study Committee, 1977, p. 3).  The Historical Society urged the Town of 

Canton to consider creating a historic district to protect and “re-create” Collinsville’s early mill-

town character.  The Society believed that with a designation, federal funding could support this 

transformation (Kenney, 1974, p. 34A).   

By late February of 1974, Archie Paine has assembled a group to investigate the 

possibility of a historic district.  Upon appeal, the Town of Canton Selectmen authorized the 

creation of the Collinsville Historic District Study Commission on March 3, 1974 (N.A., 1974a, 

p. 13A; Collinsville Historic District Study Committee, 1977, p. 3).  In support of the formation, 

the Connecticut National Register coordinator, Stephen J. Raiche, visited Collinsville to explain 

the nomination process and the value of historic districts.  He made sure to comment that added 
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protection from urban renewal and highway projects was one of the significant advantages of a 

National Register district(N.A., 1974b, p. 71A).   

Citizens were energized by this attention.  Even before the Study Commission made 

substantive progress, the Town’s focus had shifted from redevelopment to restoration.  In 1975, 

the Town partnered with the Connecticut Commission on the Arts to replace downtown’s 

lighting with period reproductions.  The firm tasked with the project, Canton Six Architects, 

hoped to “coordinate planning for the rest of the proposed historic area in Collinsville” (N.A., 

1975a, p. 21A).  In October of 1975, the Study Commission had made progress on the 

nomination and was actively considering parcels for inclusion in the district.  They were 

interested in 200 to 225 buildings, most having been built between 1815 and 1850, including the 

Collins Company duplexes (N.A., 1975b, p. 48A).21   

The National Register Historic District nomination was completed by University of 

Connecticut student Carole Paine in 1976 (See Appendix A).  It was approved by the 

Connecticut Historic Commission in March 1976 and passed along to the Keeper of the National 

Register (N.A., 1976a, p. 39C).  By late April, the National Register Historic District was 

accepted nationally (N.A., 1976b, p. 24C).  Paine’s description of post-Collins Company 

development in the 1976 National Register nomination was most telling:  “Since the Company’s 

closing, the town has seen little development.  The growth of a commercial strip along Route 44 

in Canton and Avon has drawn development away from Collinsville, but it is probably 

Collinsville, which is fifteen miles northwest of Hartford, that will be subject to development 

pressures in the future” (Paine, 1976, p. 8-2).  The nomination invited residents to see 

                                                            
21 The Study Commission investigated the condition and age of each possible inclusion and collected contact 
information of building owners, who would need to be contacted.   
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Collinsville in a new light—the buildings previously slated for demolition were actually historic 

assets (Figure 4.9) (Kenney, 1976, p. 42A1).22   

 

Local Historic District 

Eager to complete a local district and invigorated by a renewed appreciation for the 

village, the Study Committee had one goal:  to preserve Collinsville’s heritage.  The Commission 

explained that “the village is here now, if we [lose] it, it is gone forever.  By having the Village 

declared a Historical District we can insure its survival” (Collinsville Historic District Study 

Committee, 1977, p. 26).  The Collinsville National Historic District was about the size of the 

village in the late 19th century (N.A., 1977c, p. 24A).  For the proposal, the committee wrote the 

legal description of the local district’s boundary using the National Register district as a model.  

It was expected to pass state and local approval without issue (N.A. 1977b, p. 31A).   

In May of 1977, the Collinsville Historic District Study Committee released the 

‘Proposed Historic District for the Mill Village of Collinsville,’ a public document outlining the 

district’s resources, boundaries, history and significance, and objectives for its governing 

commission.  The purpose for the district, as stated, was “to preserve and protect the community” 

                                                            
22 Paine, in the National Register nomination, described Collinsville as a “compact nineteenth century mill town” 
containing approximately 300 structures of varying age, function, and style.  She noted the villages natural visual 
boundaries defined by wooded hillsides.  The document divided Collinsville’s physical development into five 
campaigns: the mill complex, the village center along Main Street, workers’ housing on the west side of the 
Farmington River, middleclass company housing along Maple Avenue, and a mixed residential cluster uphill from 
the village center.  Reflecting the reputation of the village following the closure of the company, Paine described the 
prevailing character as embodying a “lively, raw-edged diversity, rather than a homogenized blend of buildings.”  
Although not conspicuously examined in the document, Paine gave mention to “the interrelationship between 
buildings” and their culmination in the landscape.  The integrity of the duplexes on the west side of the river, some 
of the oldest surviving company buildings, was described as compromised by alterations and additions.  It remains 
unknown to what era Paine determined their significance to rein from; understand that the Collins Company had 
only sold the buildings off fifteen years earlier.  Paine offered a rich description of the extant factory: “The 
immediate juxtaposition of buildings with load-bearing stone walls, barn-like wood structures, brick buildings and 
corrugated steel sheds creates rich, though haphazard contrasts in color and texture.  The mill buildings were 
designed and constructed by Collins Company engineers and managers.  The direct simplicity of vernacular building 
is exemplified in these rough and rugged structures (Paine, 1976, p. 1-3).   
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and its several phases of life, dwellings, churches, stores or shops, factories, town buildings, etc. 

(Collinsville Historic District Study Committee, 1977, p. 1).  In anticipation of resistance, the 

introduction clearly recognized “the importance of allowing the greatest possible freedom of 

action to the individual property owner;” nevertheless, preventing changes that would destroy the 

character of the village (Collinsville Historic District Study Committee, 1977, p. 1).   

Prior to drafting the document, the Study Committee executed a preliminary architectural 

study of The Green, residential, and business areas (Collinsville Historic District Study 

Committee, 1977, p. 1).  This assessment assisted the development of general goals for the 

district.  Historic District Chairman Samuel Humphrey commented that “although Collinsville 

isn’t as old as other areas in town, the village is an almost intact example of a New England mill 

town,” reflective of Collins’ paternalism.  The Committee provided copies of the draft in Town 

buildings and the local libraries, allowing Collinsville residents to comment on the proposal 

before casting their vote.  In Spring of 1977, two town meetings were scheduled; the first, to poll 

residents of the proposed district, and the second, to garner Town approval.23  A preliminary 

public hearing was set for September 29th, 1977 (N.A., 1977c, p. 24A; Kenney, 1977b, p. 44A).  

Discussions on Collinsville’s proposed historic district festered over the hot summer 

months and threatened to derail the entire project.  Chairman Humphrey, who previously touted 

the village’s irreplaceable resources, began to second-guess the district his commission was 

drafting.  The Hartford Courant covered the fiery drama that unfolded during a Planning 

Commission.  The Study Committee was on the agenda to discuss the local historic district draft.  

However, Humphrey unexpectedly commented that the district was “too big” and would take 

away landowner’s rights.  Provoking disagreement and outbursts in the room, he said “I don’t 

                                                            
23 Proposed historic districts require 75% of landowners to be approved, and then must be passed by the Town 
selectmen (Kenney, 1977 b, p. 44A).  
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feel my position is to become a one sided propagandist…We are not advocates” (Kenney, 1977b, 

p. 44A).  Planning Commission and Historic District Commission members responded that the 

size of the district was due to landowners’ interests.  Strife might have originated from the 

Historic District Commission’s unanimous passage  of the draft when Humphrey was out of the 

country (Kenney, 1977b, p. 44A).   

The public hearing two weeks later drew in eighty-five residents.  The proposed district, 

which previously earned approval by state and local historic district commissions, received 

mixed reviews among residents.  Although its size was not mentioned during the meeting, 

commenters noted its infringement on property rights (N.A., 1977e, p. 16C2).  When the 

proposed Collinsville Historic District was put to a vote amongst its landowning stakeholders, it 

did not garner the support necessary to pass it to the Town for approval.  Eight years of research 

and development was once again halted (Gosselin, 1986, p. AB3D). 

In the interim, Ralph Christian, a historian from the American Association for State and 

Local History and prolific author of National Register nominations, visited Collinsville in the 

spring of 1978.  The association, he explained, was interested in sites of early commerce and 

industry.  Upon evaluation of Collinsville, he remarked that the village’s intact character, 

architecture, and setting displayed the “omnipresent influence of the Collins Co.” (Kenney, 

1978a, p. 21A).  Christian considered Collinsville a candidate for National Historic Landmark 

designation.   

Interest in a local historic district was not completely gone.  The issue continued to 

smolder for nearly a decade.  In 1986, a groups of residents from The Green petitioned the Board 

of Selectmen for another historic district study.  These Collinsville residents felt the 1977 local 

district proposal was “too ambiguous” for the Town (Gosselin, 1986, p. AB3D).  Instead of 
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including structures on both sides of the river and as far north as Dyer Avenue, the new proposal 

limited the district to an area roughly encompassing The Green and Main Street, from High 

Street to South Street.    

This revitalized study commission completed a yearlong study in August 1987, outlining 

a new historic district proposal for Collinsville.  This district covered 180 acres and included 166 

properties, making it much smaller than the former proposal.  A public hearing was set for 

September and balloting of district residents would occur a month or so later.  The first district, 

which residents rejected five years earlier, covered an additional 120 acres and included parcels 

on the west side of the river.  Since then, as commented by Commission chairman Charles E. 

Hildebrand, Jr., “younger people, more concerned with preserving the character of the village 

and less concerned by the restrictions that go with the historical district, have moved in.”  Even 

First Selectman Humphrey, whose critiques caught fire during the previous district study, offered 

his words:  “it still might be too large to manage properly” (Swift, 1987a, p. B3H).  The historic 

district proposal passed to a vote on December 14th, 1987, although its size was still of question 

(Town of Canton, 1988, p. 3-4). 

The final draft of the new district included only 97 properties (Figure 4.10).  Since the 

first public hearing, the committee had reluctantly removed 69 properties.  Hildebrand, Chairman 

of the Historic District Committee, stressed the need for local protection from development 

pressure and the fragility of the village’s character.   However, the Collinsville Company and the 

Miner Lumber Co., which operated from an old freight shed north of River Street, said 

restrictions imposed by the historic district would hurt their businesses.  As result, the committee 

removed their properties (Swift, 1988a, p. B31).   
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In March with a mail-in ballot, property owners voted, 3 to 1, in favor of the historic 

district, thereby forwarding it onto the Town for approval.24  Its success had not come without 

compromises. To appease skeptical business and home owners, the committee whittled and diced 

the district to a skeletal reflection of the Collinsville National Register Historic District.  

Proponents of its creation employed a phone campaign to educate village residents on the 

district’s application and benefits (Swift, 1988b, p. 31B).  Perhaps most indicative of its success, 

the new committee chairs whole-heartedly advocated the district’s creation.  This appears to have 

made a tremendous difference the proposal’s reception.   

The historic district proposal then passed onto the Board of Selectmen to accept into the 

Town Charter.  The 97-property district excluded the Collins Company factory complex, most of 

the 1830s workers’ duplexes, and riverside homes and businesses (Figure 4.11).  The district 

covered, however, the Town Hall, the Collinsville Savings Society building, and most of the 

businesses on Main Street.  On April 27, 1988, the Town of Canton enacted the ordinance 

creating the Collinsville Historic District (Town of Canton, 2015, §268; Swift, 1988c, p. E7E).  

The adopted ordinance tasked the new Collinsville Historic District Commission with the 

“educational, cultural, economic, and general welfare of the Town of Canton and others through 

the preservation and protection of buildings and places of historic interest within the Village of 

Collinsville, a unique example of an early one-company mill town, and through the development 

and retention of appropriate settings for such buildings and places” (Town of Canton, 2015, 

§268-2).  The commission consisted of five regular members and three alternates, all appointed 

                                                            
24 Per state law, two-thirds of eligible voters needed to cast their ballots to substantiate the tally.  Concerning the 
Collinsville Historic District, 119 out of the 188 property owners voted (Swift, 1988b, p. B31).   
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by the Board of Selectmen.25  The ordinance required that at least two regular members and at 

least one alternate member reside legally in the Collinsville Historic District (Town of Canton, 

2015, §268-12). 

The ordinance described the responsibilities of the Collinsville Historic District 

Commission.  Typical to local historic districts in the region, the Commission could provide 

information involving the preservation of the District, initiate planning and zoning proposals, 

work with other regulatory agencies interested in historic preservation, comment on applications 

for zoning variances and special exceptions within the District, provide advice on improvements 

and alterations to streetscape and public buildings within the District, and outline information 

and assistance for any capital improvement program involving the District (Town of Canton, 

2015, §268-13).  Instruction over certificates of appropriateness provided the Commission with 

the most control.26   The Commission’s main concern was to control “the erection or alteration of 

buildings, structures, or parking which [are] incongruous with the historic or architectural aspects 

of the district” (Town of Canton, 2015, §268-15b).  Moreover, the Commission did not have 

authority over lands within the District owned by the Town of Canton, although 

recommendations could be provided (Town of Canton, 2015, §268-25).   

The Collinsville Historic District Commission continued to refine the accepted ordinance 

(See Appendix B). They photographed, recorded, and collected information on all the included 
                                                            
25 Originally, the commission consisted of three members and two alternatives.  Committee members at time of 
passing: David Leff, chairman; Charles Hindebrand, Jr., vice chairman; Mary Tomolonius, secretary; and two other 
members (Swift, 1988c, p. E7E). 
26 The District’s certification of appropriateness was not unusual of local historic district ordinances.  It stated that 
prior to any alteration or erection within the District, an application for a certificate of appropriateness must be 
submitted and approved by the Collinsville Historic District Commission.  This prevented the granting of building or 
demolition permits without commission approval.  They also maintained control over signage, exterior color, and 
architectural fixtures.  Regardless of inclusive zoning, no parking lots could be altered or enlarged without prior 
approval (Town of Canton, 2015, §268-14).  The ordinance included a section on variations, which pertained to the 
grounds for exceptions.  It stated that if “by reason of topographical conditions, district border line situations, or 
because of other unusual circumstances” affecting a particular parcel within the district would result in “exceptional 
practical difficulty or undue hardship upon the owner” the Commission could modify adherence or interpretation 
(Town of Canton, 2015, §268-19).   
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properties (Town of Canton, 1988, p. 63).  In 1989, the Commission passed a clause that 

excluded certain improvements from needing an application of appropriateness.  These activities 

included putting up storm windows or doors, reshingling roofs, or building small shelters for 

animals.  Nevertheless, the ordinance outlined specifications that homeowners would need to 

follow, but overall reduced tedious petitions for minor activities.27  In the 10 months after the 

ordinance was passed, the Commission reviewed eight applications of appropriateness (Corjulo, 

1989a, p. C31).  

In 1990, the Commission proposed a 90-day demolition delay for significant buildings 

residing in the Collinsville area.  Most of the buildings targeted in this amendment were 

residences within the National Register Historic District but outside the local district.  Written 

objection from members of the public to an application for a demolition permit would trigger the 

90-day delay before issuance of the permit.  This allows other options to be considered and 

intended to discourage the “slick suburban look” and homogeneity plaguing the rest of the town 

(N.A., 1990, p. C1-E2).  This ordinance would apply to buildings greater than 250-square feet 

that are located within the Collinsville National Register District.  In justification, the 

Commission cited a number of surrounding towns with similar ordinances (Weir, 1990b, p. 

C3E).  The Town amended the charter to include this protection. 

The Collinsville Historic District Commission continued to advocate for various 

preservation efforts.  Chairman David Leff applied for a $1,525 federal grant to design a booklet 

outlining a walking tour of the village.  The idea for the booklets grew from his hopes to increase 

residents’ awareness of their local history and the influence Collinsville had globally.  In 

addition, he and the Commission wanted to attract tourists to Collinsville (Figure 4.12).  As Leff 

                                                            
27 Storm windows and doors must be the same color as the surrounding trim, without additional colors or 
ornamentation.  Although existing roofs could be replaced with same material and color, the commission permitted 
shingles made of wood, asphalt, or fiberglass that are block, charcoal, or brown (Corjulo, 1989a, p. C31).   
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said, “Collinsville is one island of uniqueness in a sea of increasingly suburban sprawl” (Hirsh, 

1993b, p. C4G).  The Commission also found time to revise the Collinsville National Register 

Historic District map and a property list in November, 1991 (Town of Canton, 2015, §268-26). 

The tour guides were completed in 1996 and again a decade later in celebration of 

Canton’s bicentennial.  In 2016, David Leff, newly appointed as Canton’s Town Historian, 

received a state grant to create an updated tour of Collinsville.  The grant, provided by the 

Connecticut Department of Economics and Community Development, amounted to $4,100 and 

supported the development of a walking brochure and a digital tour.  The new tour added onto 

the existing programs (Figure 4.13).  A digital version, accessible on the Town of Canton 

website, utilized historical photograph, recent photographs, and maps to bring to life the village 

of the past and present (Bryon, 2016a, p. B6).   

In 1998, the Commission petitioned the Town council to establish a new study committee 

to investigate expanding the District’s boundary.  An enabling ordinance was passed in 1998, 

allowing for the committee (Hamilton, 1998, p. B3).  The expansion proposal created was never 

adopted.  In 2011, the chapter of the Town Charter pertaining to the Historic District 

Commission was amended (Town of Canton, 2015, §268-1).  This amendment altered sections 

governing commission administration and the District boundary definition.  It did not alter the 

role or authority of the Commission, nor the parcels included in the District.    

Although activity involving the Commission quieted in the 21st century, it did not stop 

the Commission from voicing its concerns on Town matters.  In 2016, a heated debate on where 

to site the new Town garage attracted the attention of the Commission.  In a formal letter to the 

Canton Department of Public Works, which was tasked with garage project, the Collinsville 

Historic District Commission opposed its construction on 50 River Road (Collinsville Historic 
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District Commission, 2016).  The site was the previous location of CNE (Central New England) 

Railroad sidings along the east banks of the Farmington River.  The Commission opposed the 

construction of a large, modern metal building and the demolition of a historic brick barn once 

owned by the Standard Oil Company of New York, SOCNY (Collinsville Historic District 

Commission, 2016).  Due to a campaign led largely by North Canton residents, villagers were 

outnumbered when the issue went to Town vote.  In the end, the Town garage facility was built 

on the River Road site.  Fortunately the brick barn was spared, but remains unused.    

 

Conclusion 

After the Collins Company closed, the Town of Canton experienced a drastic change in 

character:  from factory village to bedroom suburb.  Collinsville was forced to reconcile 

inadequate municipal responsibility, governance, and the needs of its citizens.  While worried 

about economic diversity, the Town determined that residential and commercial development 

was far more feasible than industrial.   

The Urban Renewal Commission’s plan for redevelopment in Collinsville was opposed 

by most residents, although it presented a possible economic investment for the Town.  Instead, 

the Town chose to focus commercial development along Route 44, in turn preserving 

Collinsville’s downtown core.  Other Town issues—including a sewerage plant, a new high 

school, and their mounting debt—persuaded the council to pursue smaller revitalization projects.  

Discussion of possible redevelopment did not cease until Canton decided to rehabilitate the 

Town Hall and expand administrative offices into the Kozlak Building.  Not only did this 

decision resolve overcrowding in the 1904 Town Hall, it protected the block from future 

redevelopment.   
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Changes in the village were received with mixed opinions.  Overall, Collinsville residents 

wanted the village to stay as it was.  Homegrown projects, like Widen’s Canton Museum in the 

Collins Company Plough Shop or conversion of the Valley House, gave new uses to buildings 

otherwise outdated by new development across town.   Long-term residents were skeptical to the 

idea that tourism could stimulate the local economy while perpetuating community values.   

In the 1960s, at the cusp of the historic preservation movement, Canton began to evaluate 

its valuable resources.  Although Collinsville’s National Register district passed with little 

opposition in 1974, small town conservative politics impeded the passage of the local ordinance.  

Property owners feared that a historic district would impinge on their property rights and prevent 

businesses from profitable operation.  The successful 1988 local historic district was skeletal in 

comparison with the National Register historic district and excluded riverside businesses, the 

factory site, and many of the 1830s workers’ housing.   
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Figure 4.1  Sketch of Proposed Redevelopment in Collinsville, 1963.  The proposal called for the demolition of the 
existing Main Street buildings and the residences to the north.  It would transform the downtown into a shopping 
center that faced the interior parking lot, rather than village center or river (E.H. Lord-Wood Associates, 1963, p. 
10).  
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Figure 4.2  Architect’s rendering of Main Street improvements, 1969.  Proposed changes included widening the 
sidewalk, limiting vehicular access, and planting street trees (Hillebrand, 1969, p. 16C).   

 
Figure 4.3  West terminus of Main Street, turning at a diagonal to meet Bridge St., 1945  (Photo credit Walker 
Evans, 1945, from “70 Studies of Collins Knife Company Factory, Workers, and Executives and Views of 
Collinsville, Connecticut,” commissioned by Fortune Magazine for "Collins Co., Collinsville, Connecticut.””  
Walker Evans Archive, 1994, The Metropolitan Museum of Art).  
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Figure 4.4  Canton Town Hall at 4 Market Street, 1974.  The Town Hall is located on a narrow side street north of 
Main Street.  The edge of the Kozlak Building is at the left (Credit:  Stephen Raiche, 1974, no. 13).   
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Figure 4.5  Sanborn map of the Town Hall and Kozlak Building in 1921.  The Kozlak Building’s occupants included 
a barber, a restaurant, a druggist, a dentist, and a grocer.  The entire third floor served as a Masonic Hall (Sanborn 
Insurance Map, 1921, Collinsville, Connecticut, Sheet 2). 
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Figure 4.6  Collinsville Congregational Church, steeple tipping toward center of roof, 1979  (Rehabilitation 
scrapbook, 1979, Collinsville Congregational Church, Canton, CT).  

 
Figure 4.7  Temporary supports in sanctuary, Collinsville Congregational Church, 1979  (Rehabilitation scrapbook, 
1979, Collinsville Congregational Church, Canton, CT).  
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Figure 4.8  Insulating the walls of the Church’s sanctuary, c. 1979.  The state grant and generous parishioners 
provided the funding needed to rehabilitate the Collinsville Congregational Church (Rehabilitation scrapbook, 1979, 
Collinsville Congregational Church, Canton, CT).  

 
Figure 4.9  National Register documentation photograph of Collinsville, 1975.  This view from Sweetheart 
Mountain shows the western duplexes in the foreground and the heart of the village in the background, including the 
Canton Museum, Congregational Church, Collins’ Office Building, and the cemetery (Credit:  Roger Clarke, 1975, 
no. 1). 
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Figure 4.10  Collinsville Historic District (Local) tract map, 1988.  Note that the district excludes the factory, parcels 
on the west side of the River, duplexes surrounding Main Street, commercial parcels along the River, and riverside 
parcels (Town of Canton, 1988, Section 268, Attachment 1, Exhibit A.  “Collinsville Historic District Map.”  
Digitalized 2012). 
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Figure 4.11  National Register and Local Historic District overlay map (Data:  CT-ECO, ArcGIS Online). 
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Figure 4.12  Main Street, looking west, in the early 1990s.  Note the reproduction street lighting and brick sidewalks 
(Credit Sherry Peters, 17 Nov 1993, Hartford Courant).   
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Figure 4.13 Downtown Collinsville walking tours, digitalized on the Canton website (Screen capture, Town of 
Canton website (www.townofcantonct.org/content/19186/25664/26655.aspx)).  

    

http://www.townofcantonct.org/content/19186/25664/26655.aspx)
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CHAPTER 5. 
THE COLLINS COMPANY FACTORY AND EFFORTS OF REVITALIZATION 

 

Introduction 

 In the turbulent decades following the Company’s closure, the fate of the village and the 

factory was uncertain.  The Town of Canton and  Thomas Perry, the new owner of the Collins 

Company factory, were major players in the revitalization of the village.  In the second half of 

the 20th century, the Town chose to focus its assets on improving housing and invigorating the 

business environment along Main Street.  These projects utilized federal and state grants.  

Revitalization of the Collins Company factory, however, remained in private hands with little 

oversight from the Town.  As conditions in Collinsville improved, the Town began to invest in 

utilizing the river.  The public acquisition of the Farmington River water rights and the railroad 

right-of-way was pivotal in the development of recreation and tourism.  The right-of-way 

allowed river access and was later developed into a pedestrian trail.  To further protect the 

character of the river and manage development, the Town designated the state road through 

Collinsville as a Scenic Road. 

 The first section traces the ownership, reuse and rehabilitation, and proposed 

redevelopment of the former Collins Company factory.  The second section provides an 

overview of improvement and revitalization campaigns undertaken by the Town of Canton, 

utilizing both federal and state grants.  This section emphasizes the shift in investment from 

necessities to beautification.  The third section describes the distribution of the Collins 

Company’s water privileges and the railroad’s right-of-way, and their conversion for public 

recreation.  The outcome of this distribution secured the Farmington River as a valuable 
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recreational, rather than industrial, resource.  The section also covers the designation of a scenic 

road through Collinsville in the 1990s. 

The fourth covers legislation, activism, studies, and municipal actions related to river and 

land conservation.  It reveals how public support facilitated the river’s restoration and 

management.  It also reviews the designation of a Scenic Road in Collinsville.  The fifth section 

substantiates the Town’s cultural, developmental, and environmental concerns moving forward 

using the 2014 Plan of Conservation and Development as a point of discussion.  The Plan 

provides a basis to measure interests and values of the population and the governing body.  This 

prepares ensuing discussions about cultural resource management, guiding documents, and 

heritage planning.  

 

The Collins Company Factory 

The Collins Company factory complex formed the heart of the village, providing the 

blood coursing through its streets and hillsides.  In its figurative vastness, the complex of 

crisscrossing brick, stone, and frame buildings is the monumental feature in Collinsville.  In the 

21st century, its allure named it as “one of the loveliest 19th-century industrial villages, and one 

of the most important historic sites, in the state” (Condon, 2005, p. C4).  This sentiment was not 

always the case.  When the Collins Company closed in 1966, the factory  became a reminder of 

lost jobs, habits, and identities.  The loss was also felt economically.  In 1966, the Collins 

Company amounted to $750,000 in the Town’s Grand List, making the Company the largest 

taxpayer (N.A., 1966a, p. 32A1).28  The factory’s new owner reinvented the vast complex as an 

                                                            
28 The Collins Company tax rate is equivalent to approximately $6-million in 2018 (Bureau of Labor Statistics, 
2018). 
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incubator of business, but fell short of the Town’s fiscal needs.29  The stagnation of development 

preserved the factory during an era of rapid redevelopment and suburbanization.  Collinsville’s 

renewed interest in the 21st century has placed rehabilitation pressure on the factory’s current 

owner.  Despite the string of design proposals and funding options, no plans have been executed 

to date to revitalize the deteriorating factory. 

 

Perry’s Collinsville Company 

The Collins Company’s property was sold in March of 1967.  Six parcels, a total of about 

18 acres, were purchased by Collinsville Company at a selling price of $67,000.30   Thomas M. 

Perry established the Collinsville Company with Harris R. Hunt as President, Percy Waddy as 

Secretary, and Charles B. Prescott  as Treasurer.  Serving initially as Vice President, Perry hoped 

the complex would become the home for new industry, using the reinvention of the Greenwoods 

Company in New Hartford as example (N.A., 1967d, p. 8C; Ayres & Taylor, 2013, p. 14).31 

Following the Company’s liquidation and property sale, Perry reportedly “had truck loads 

of old records burned in the parking lot of the Main Office,” ostensibly for the purpose of 

reducing the building’s danger from fire (Henry, 1995, p. 11).  The Connecticut Historical 

Society saved bits of material from destruction, adding it to the Society’s 6 shelf-feet on the 

Collins Company.  The archives consist of sentimental scrapbooks, Sam Collins’ diary and 1867 

reminiscences, maps, photos, catalogues, court papers, business memoranda, river water-level 

                                                            
29 In 1971, the Canton Development and Industry Commission recommended the development of industry in order 
to “carry 10 per cent of the tax burden” for the Town (N.A., 1971a, p. 40A).   
30 $67,000 in 1967 is equivalent to approximately $512,000 in 2018, adjusted for inflation (Bureau of Labor 
Statistics, 2018).   
31 The Greenwoods Company was a textile mill that operated during the 19th century in New Hartford, Connecticut.  
In 1901, the company left the state and their large factory complex for more economical conditions in the South.  
The factory was occupied by a number of tenants in the decades following, but it was the Hurley Manufacturing Co. 
that captured the attention of Perry and his colleagues.  A year earlier, in 1966, the Hurley Manufacturing Company 
relocated to the Greenwoods Co. complex after their building in Collinsville burned down.  Perry interpreted this as 
evidence that new industry could settled in the Collins Company factory (Hurley Business Park, 2018).  
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recorders, and letters of correspondence (Collins Co Box, Connecticut Historical Society).  The 

Canton Historical Society, which manages the museum in Collinsville, also curates a large 

collection of Collins Co. artifacts and papers.  In his defense, Perry claimed that the property had 

been heavily vandalized during its year of vacancy.  His approach to the revitalization of the 

factory was undeniably practical, rather than sentimental (Jones, 1979, p. 4H). 

Perry’s continued to work on the factory complex with hopes to attract new tenants.  This 

“conversion project” included the installation of individual utility systems in the buildings, 

partition of units, and alteration to the needs of new occupants (N.A., 1968b, p. 8C).  From the 

outset, he wanted to fill the factory with a number of small manufacturers, knowing that the 

viability of large industry in Connecticut was questionable.  A Hartford Courant article 

described Perry’s contributions as reincarnating the factory (Malec, 1995, p. H1).  While the 

factory lost its one-company functionality, it supposedly gained an endearing cooperative artisan 

quality  (Davenport, 1970, p. 2J). 

In 1970, the Canton Planning Commission discussed including the factory in the village’s 

redevelopment plan.  Perry offered the Commission his own ideas.  Although he intended to 

lease to industrial and commercial ventures, he entertained the idea of incorporating luxury 

apartments, elderly housing, or public housing into future plans.  He also thought that the region 

deserved an “industrial museum” (N.A., 1970b, p. 8C).   

In 1974, interest turned to preservation with discussions of a Collinsville historic district.  

Although Perry’s plans for the factory remained the same, nostalgic Collinsville residents 

envisioned a complete restoration (N.A., 1974a, p. 13A).  In a 1979 Hartford Courant article, 

Perry recalled how the Town’s Industrial Development Commission had urged him to purchase 

the factory following its closure.  Perry described the Collinsville Company as “an incubator” for 
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new businesses, offering its 60 tenants flexible leases that allow them to leave freely as they wish 

(Jones, 1979, p. 4H; Condon, 2005, p. C4).  In retrospect, Perry was part of a “micro-

renaissance.”  His below-market rates attracted a diverse mix of businesses and, as a result, an 

equally vibrant influx of newcomers (Lander, 2001, p. 85).   

After Thomas Perry’s death in 1987, his wife Barbara took over management of the 

Collinsville Company property.  Barbara Perry was granted approval from the Town to open an 

art gallery in September 1993.  With 20 of the complex’s 75 tenants pursuing art in various 

forms, she wanted to provide a showcase space.  Perry thought Collinsville was “verging on 

[becoming] a tourist spot” and the factory provided a “visually enticing piece of history” (Hirsh, 

1993a, p. C6G).  Despite being outside the local Collinsville Historic District, Perry saw the 

factory as included in the cultural landscape that the Town was trying to foster.  

 

Tilney’s @COLLINSville 

In 1999, the Town passed a new ordinance with regulations that established an “Industrial 

Heritage” zoning designation (See Appendix C and Appendix D).  Under these regulations, 

projects on a property that is either listed on the National Register of Historic Places, listed as a 

Connecticut Urban Heritage Park, or identified as a contributing feature along a state scenic 

highway require review from Canton’s Historic District Commission (Hamilton, 1999, p. B1).  

While this new zoning designation provided flexibility for redevelopment and rehabilitation, it 

also gave the Town regulatory authority.   

 In 1999, James “Rusty” Tilney, an Avon, Connecticut, developer, expressed interest in 

purchasing and redeveloping the Collins Company factory, which Perry had recently listed for 

sale.  He submitted plans to the Collinsville Historic District Commission, requiring review of 
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projects on property designated “Industrial Heritage.”32  He hoped to recreate the “mixed uses of 

a 19th-century village on the industrial property” (Hamilton, 1999, p. B1).  His detailed plan 

outlined the demolition of the southern part of the historic complex, construction of residential 

units along the riverbank, and reuse of the northern half of the factory.  The Town was concerned 

that this plan did not set aside enough land for public use, as specified in the new zoning 

regulations.  In addition, those opposing worried that if the residential units were built first then 

an undue burden would be placed on the schools and public services.  To be viable, the project 

needed to provide an increased commercial tax base to Collinsville (Hamilton, 2000, p. B1).   

 Interestingly, it had been Tilney who pressured the Town to rezone the factory complex 

from Heavy Industrial to Industrial Heritage (Lemos, 2001, p. B1; Pade, 2012).  The Industrial 

Heritage (IH) District was specifically created to protect and maintain “the historic character of 

properties within the Collinsville Axe Factory” and zoning standards were created to be 

compatible with the existing structures on the site and to encourage reuse without extraordinary 

adaptation (Town of Canton, 2014, p. 84).33  It loosened the regulations on setbacks, parking 

space minimums and location, signage requirements, and accommodated narrow streets.  The 

Industrial Heritage District was designed to function as an overlay district, therefore allowing for 

residential, office, light industry, retail, and civic use (@COLLINSville, 1999, p. 2-4, 11-14).   

 New design guidelines implemented under the IH district outlined the rehabilitation of 

historic buildings and the construction of  buildings adherent with the character of the village.  

As described in the regulations, the factory’s “spirit of place is that of pragmatic and economical 

                                                            
32 The factory was not located in the local historic district. 
33 The zoning codes identified four cornerstones in the IH district.  First, “preserve, where feasible,” historically and 
architecturally significant buildings.  Second, determine adaptive reuse opportunities for historic industrial lots.  
Third, keeping to the “village scale,” encourage a diverse  mix of compatible uses.  And fourth, whenever possible, 
decrease the impact of vehicular traffic and favor pedestrian needs.  Any modification of the Industrial Heritage 
District must be reviewed by the Collinsville Historic District Commission.  The Commission’s advisory report on 
the application must accompany application to the Zoning Commission (Town of Canton, 2014, p. 84).   
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construction,” evident in the wide range of forms, materials, and functions (@COLLINSville, 

1999, p. 16).  The designation worked in Tilney’s favor, allowing upscale townhouses, 

restaurants, offices, and retail while pleasing Town planners, who hoped to invigorate the tax 

base (Figure 5.1).  In September of 2000, the Zoning Commission approved a proposed plan to 

subdivided the property into 20 lots (Lemos, 2001, p. B1).  Accompanying the Industrial 

Heritage District proposal, Tilney included architectural documentation on the complex’s 

existing buildings, prepared by architectural historian David Ransom, who relied predominantly 

on visual examination rather than historical research, but none the less, remains the most in-

depth inventory to date (Ransom, 1999).34   

 Although Tilney felt no rush to develop the property, stating that market forces would 

determine when redevelopment would occur, he became restless to gain ownership of the 

property.  After two years of negotiating, Tilney sued Barbara Perry for breach of contract 

concerning the sale and transfer of the Collins Company factory.  Tilney claimed that Perry 

“reneged on a purchase and sale agreement,” and did not attend the real estate closing (Lemos, 

2001, p. B1).  Tilney finally purchased the factory in 2002 for $750,000 and established 

@Collinsville LLC. with plans for a “historically based mixed use redevelopment” project 

(Ayres & Taylor, 2013, p. 14).  These plans worried residents because Tilney, with approval 

from the Town, could subdivide, develop, and sell as he pleased (Lander, 2001, p. 85).   

Tilney soon began exhaustive market research, zoning exception applications, 

redevelopment proposals, and construction permits.  The 1999 zoning change was conditionally 

approved upon the development of the site, but by November 2001, it expired.  During this time 

period, Tilney applied for construction and subdivision permits.  Although the Planning 

                                                            
34 The “Collins Company Building Documentation” that Ransom provided outlined each structure’s approximate 
date of construction, type of construction, dimensions, dominant facing, physical description, notes on alterations, 
and “preservation issues” (Ransom, 1999).   
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Commission approved the application for subdivision, its expiration passed without action (Pade, 

2012).35  By 2005, despite design plans and rezoning, his attempts to redevelop the site remained 

unsuccessful (Condon, 2005, p. C4).  Tilney continued to apply and receive construction, 

subdivision, and excavation permits through 2009, however, none were acted upon (Pade, 2012).   

 A 2005 Hartford Courant article warned that “the longer restoration waits, the greater the 

risk that Canton will lose its most important economic and historic asset.”  Despite compromises 

with the Town on zoning and tax incentives, the factory buildings remained largely vacant and 

deteriorating.  In 2003, just a year after acquiring the property for $750,000, Tilney listed it for 

$6.25-million, saying the project was too much for him alone.  During his ownership, the 

mainstay tenants, like the Collinsville Antiques Co., packed up and left because of “unworkable 

month-to-month lease” arrangements.  With the future of the factory property in the air, perhaps 

the most deteriorating aspect is the community’s faith in its revitalization (Latus, 2005).   

In 2013, developer Michael Goman of Goman+York expressed interest in the Collins 

Company factory site.  His proposal, a $56-million “mixed-use adaptive reuse of the historic 

complex,” prescribed the construction of condominiums and apartments amongst signature 

historic buildings (Figure 5.2).  He commented that, although the factory had served as a fertile 

incubator for a number of small businesses, it was not fully “utilized, and the key to preserving 

old buildings is to use them” (Condon, 2013, p. A15).  His plan paralleled a paradigm shift that 

was happening across Connecticut.  Whereas new housing units were located along commuter 

routes and within low-density conventional developments, the 2000s saw a shift back toward 

town centers.36  The market for townhouses and apartments favored proximity and walkability to 

                                                            
35 Subdivision Approvals expire 5-years if “Work” was not completed, but only upon notification to the Town Clerk 
(Pade, 2012).   
36 New Urbanism, an urban design movement that arose in the 1990s, was a revival of traditional neighborhood 
design before the rise of the automobile and low density suburbs.  In principle, it favors transit-oriented 
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historic, educational, and recreational destinations and less dependency on highway connections.  

Compatible adjacent commercial and civic land uses attracted new suburban dwellers, rather 

than scare them.  Goman’s plans for Collinsville would not have garnered interest a mere 30-

years earlier—and the village had not changed very much physically.  Instead, over time, 

Collinsville’s quirks and industrial sentiments accrued a charming patina.37  

  In 2014, Gregory Seay wrote an especially harsh article in Hartford Business that 

described the legacy of Collinsville as fading and deteriorating.  It is difficult to determine if 

Seay intended to promote the factory’s future rehabilitation or warn tempted investors that old 

mills are expensive.  He named the site’s attributes:  its location, its river frontage, and its 

location in the heart of Collinsville.  The core of his discussion was Tilney’s recently proposed 

plan:  “salvaging and rebuilding its sturdiest structures and razing the rest to create The Axe 

Factory—$56 million worth of luxury single-family houses, townhomes, condominiums, a 

boutique hotel and retail space, and office space.”  The developers envisioned a “regional 

bohemian- and recreational-lifestyle getaway.”  With industry in the region falling, 

redevelopment discussions began to focus on retail jobs and housing (Seay, 2014).   

 Despite generous tax initiatives offered by the Town of Canton, the project’s price tag 

continued to halt progress.  The combination of its location and condition make the Collins 

Company factory a hard sell to investors.  Promoters advertised the project as an opportunity to 

turn a profit and preserve the Town’s legacy.  Tilney and his partners in the project hired “new 

urbanism architect” Patrick Pennell, whose designs paint the Axe Factory as a pedestrian-

                                                                                                                                                                                                
development, higher density, historic preservation, reuse and remediation of brownfield sites, pedestrian-friendly 
town centers, and traffic reduction (Congress for the New Urbanism, website). 
37 The village was described, by Condon in his article about Goman’s planned development, as “exquisite, one of the 
loveliest and most historic village centers in the state” (Condon, 2013, p. A15).   
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friendly village.  Their prospective clientele are empty nesters and those attracted to 

Collinsville’s recreational opportunities (Seay, 2014).   

 In 2016, the Town of Canton officials met with consultant firm Camoin Associates of 

New York, who prepared a redevelopment plan for the Collins Company site.  The meeting was 

also attended by site owner Tilney and a representative from a group of interested investors.  

Sharing the belief that the factory is “underused and deteriorating,” Camoin Associates 

recommended the Town initiate a tax-increment plan for the Collins Company site (Bryon, 

2016c, p. 7B).  This model, which has been used far more in other states than Connecticut, 

distributes the initial burden of investment and allows for tax redemption once a project is 

completed.  Although the meeting initiated another conceptual design and financing model for 

the site, it was unsuccessful in attracting an investor. 

After 1966, the Collins Company factory served as a malleable incubator for small 

businesses and industries under ownership of the Perry’s.  When Tilney purchased the property 

in 2002, he presented the Town with lavish plans to transform the factory into a mixed-use 

campus.  His projects were granted a tax-increment allowance, but despite the Town’s support, 

he has been unable to initiate the rehabilitation project.  Subsequent design plans and financing 

schemes slowly evolved from a sensitive restoration project with a balance of diverse land uses 

to an income-driven redevelopment project that would preserve only select signature structures.   

 

Collinsville Main Street and Revitalization 

As the prospect of redevelopment faded, the Town of Canton investigated other means to 

revitalize the downtown.  The restoration Main Street’s streetscape was followed by a wave of 

self-investment by abutting property owners.  As recreation and tourism emerged as a viable 
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source of revenue, the Town began to pursue grants to improve and beautify the downtown.  

Procurement of funding in the 21st-century has initiated tourism-focused village improvements, 

moving away from the home-grown projects. 

In 1968, Connecticut passed the Community Development Act (Public Act 522), which 

strongly encouraged municipalities to produce a plan addressing community-wide problems and 

needs.  These Community Development Action Plans (CDAP) required towns to self-administer 

the program using guidelines from the state. 38  It tasked towns to study all of their existing 

resources:  physical, human, economic, and administrative (Connecticut State Department of 

Community Affairs, 1968).   

In 1971, the Town of Canton completed its CDAP program.  This economic development 

plan recommended that Collinsville maintain a “commercial core and industrial area,” while 

improving parking and pedestrian facilities (N.A., 1971b).  A growing interest in the village’s 

economic sustainability prompted the Town to establish a committee to oversee development.  

The plan also identified overcrowded public facilities and substandard housing. 

In 1974, a year after the Housing Authority was created, the Economic Development 

Agency formed (Town of Canton, 2015, §155).39  In 1978, the Town voted, 17 to 1, to apply for 

a $175,000 Community Development Block Grant under U.S. Department of Housing and Urban 

Development’s (HUD) Areawide Housing Opportunity Plan (Kenney, 1978b, p. 36A; Town of 

Canton, 1979, p. 2).  The grant would fund improvements on owner-occupied substandard 

housing in the Collinsville area.  In 1979, the funds were released to the Town of Canton for 

dispersal to eligible homeowners.  The Town could administer the $175,000 as low-interest loans 

                                                            
38 The CDAP addresses 12 basic community functions: education, housing, health, recreation, social services, 
economic development, public utilities and services, public safety, transportation and circulation, cultural, 
interpersonal communication, and general municipal government (Connecticut State Department of Community 
Affairs, 1968).   
39 It became the Economic Development Commission in 1978 (Town of Canton, 1978, p. 41). 
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or grants to low- and moderate-income residents.  Approximately 400 Collinsville area homes 

were eligible, and many of them were in dire need of repair to comply with building codes 

(Sullivan, 1979, p. 30A).  In 1980, the Town submitted another application to renew the HUD 

Small Cities Grant for continuing the “Collinsville Neighborhood Revitalization Program.”  

Canton took advantage of three more years of HUD funding, which allowed the rehabilitation of 

80 housing units (Town of Canton, 1980, p. 5; Town of Canton, 1983, p. 49). 

 

Main Street Revitalization:  Federal Funding 

 As the allure of drastic downtown redevelopment faded, the Town adopted new tactics 

for revitalization.  Roger Clark, Canton’s Community Development Coordinator, prepared an 

application for the Small Cities Grant offered by the HUD.40  Coupled with funds sought for 

historic preservation and home improvement, he hoped minor improvements to Collinsville 

would attract private investments.  In 1980, the Town of Canton was awarded $1.2-million for 

sidewalk, street, sewers, and home repairs.  Distributed over three years, town officials estimated 

the home improvement funds would help to rehabilitate approximately 148 substandard homes in 

the village.  The grant was a welcomed sign of future economic stability (N.A., 1979, p. 24A; 

McQuiggan, 1980, p. 21A; Peterson, 1980, p. C3A).   

 In July of 1981, construction commenced on the infrastructure improvement component 

of the grant.  In its first annual installment of $200,000, the Town installed storm drains along 

Main Street and River Street.  The funding covered concrete curb and sidewalk repairs where 

necessary from The Green to River Street (Figure 5.3).  The funds also provided new lamps on 

the Green and landscaping on its triangle islands.  These improvements spurred excitement 

                                                            
40 HUD’s Small Cities Grant led into the National Trust’s Main Street Program, which began in 1978.  The Main 
Street Program provided an economic and marketing formula for municipalities to revitalize their downtown 
districts (Tomlan, 2015, p. 70-1).  



202 
 

among Main Street’s businesses, encouraging them to make improvements on their own.  With 

the excitement of change in the air, the Town was eager to continue revitalization projects in 

Collinsville using the ensuing disbursements (N.A., 1981b, p. B6A; Raciborski, 1981b, p. C5E). 

Infrastructure improvements encouraged Collinsville’s struggling businesses to stay put 

and persevere.  The Collinsville Business Owners Guild formed in 1993 with fifteen founding 

members.  These business owners recognized a shifting economic focal point, from Collinsville 

to the rapidly developing commercial properties along Route 44 (Trotta, 1993a, p. C4G).  Their 

battle for modern parking facilities was long lost, however, village businesses remained 

competitive by offering unparalleled service to their loyal customers.    

 

Streetscape and Tourism:  State Funding 

 In 2012, Canton officials applied for state funding to improve Collinsville’s downtown 

streetscape.  By providing visitors with easier access to recreational and arts activities, the Town 

hoped to foster a better business environment.  In Connecticut, historic preservation and Main 

Street revitalization had become synonymous with increased tax rolls, real estate value, and 

neighborhood vitality.  The Town of Canton applied for funding for streetscape improvements 

from the Connecticut Main Street Investment Fund.  In 2013, the Town of Canton received 

$387,000 from the Fund, just short of the $500,000 they requested.  Regardless, the committee 

charged with the administration of the grant was pleased with the outcome (Bryon, 2012, p. B6; 

Bryon, 2014a, p. B3; Byron, 2013, p. B8).   

 The committee hoped to hire a professional project manager to oversee the streetscape 

improvements.  This idea was met with apprehension because many Canton residents disproved 

the additional expenditures.  In the end, the Town hired an architect to design and execute the 



203 
 

first phase of design in Collinsville.  The masterplan outlined a “gateway to Collinsville” 

converging at the intersection of Main Street with the multi-use path that traced the historic 

railroad alignment.  The architect anchored the design on a public square, which could support a 

year-round use.  It required, however, the incorporation of the property at the western terminus 

of Main Street, which was owned by Tilney (Bryon, 2013, p. B8; Bryon, 2014b, p. B7).   

 On May 28, 2014, the Board of Selectmen authorized an application for another $500,000 

Main Street grant.  This grant would be used to improve accessibility, safety, and facilities along 

the multi-use path extending north from Collinsville (Bryon, 2014b, p. B7).  With the formation 

of the Canton Main Street Project Committee to administer the project, the Town proposed 

downtown zoning revisions.  Collinsville residents who supported the restoration program 

wanted “to preserve the existing atmosphere, with small lots…and a mix of different uses” 

(Bryon, 2014a, p. B3).  Conventional zoning prohibited small lots, discouraged minimal 

setbacks, forbade adjacent ‘incompatible’ land uses, and required surface parking for all 

commercial units.   

The Connecticut Main Street Investment Fund awarded the Town $10,000 in 2014 to 

develop new zoning regulations for Collinsville and along Route 44.  Existing zoning in those 

two locations clashed with active development rules and the Town’s expectations.  Town Planner 

Neil Pade stated that estimates given by bidding contractors ranged from $67,000 to $178,000.  

The Town offset this expense with a $20,000 grant it received from another state-funded 

program, HomeConnecticut, and authorized municipal funding to cover the remainder (Bryon, 

2014a, p. B3).   

In 2016, the Town of Canton applied for a streetscape grant through the State’s 

Responsible Growth and Transit-Oriented Development Program.  The grant would fund another 
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phase in streetscape improvements, which would cost $1.297-million.  Canton was not one of the 

eleven municipalities to receive the 2017 grant out of the 46 applications statewide.  

Nevertheless, the result shows a developing trend toward responsible-growth initiatives at the 

state level (Bryon, 2016b, p. B5).   

In the following years, the Town of Canton continued to seek out ways to improve 

downtown Collinsville.  Whereas previous projects looked to remediate ongoing issues, new 

improvements focus on attracting visitors and tourists.  Priorities entering into the 21st century 

paint Collinsville as the Town’s entertainment and recreation center rather than its cultural 

hearth. 

 

Recreation: the River and the Railroads 

The Farmington River during Collinsville’s formative years was a natural resource to be 

harnessed by machines and wheels.  Although the River’s beauty captured the attention of 

residents and visitors, it maintained its functional role.  By the mid-20th century, the River’s 

recreational value had yet to be captured and developed.  A 1958 state publication reported that 

the Farmington River’s “recreation value is appreciable but by no means fully developed” 

(Connecticut Development Commission, 1958, p. 2).  When the Collins Company closed, it 

prompted the community to reevaluated what the River had to offer.  Amidst a rise in 

environmentalism and conservationism, citizen groups demanded its resources be preserved and 

provided to the public for recreation.41   

The close of the Company also prompted the discontinuance of the railroad through 

Canton.  This released the former railroad right-of-way to other uses.  Its various adjacencies—

                                                            
41 In this chapter and those following, “the River” refers to the Farmington River.  It is worth noting, however, that 
many locals refer to it as “the Farmington.” 
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the River, public facilities, and state roads—made these parcels particularly valuable.  The land 

was acquired by the Town and the State, which utilized it for road expansion.  Using the 

riverfront right-of-way, the Town developed a pedestrian trail and public river access at nominal 

cost, which produced an immeasurable return.  To preserve the character of the riverfront, the 

adjacent state road was designated a Scenic Road.  

 

The Farmington River 

Industries had long controlled Connecticut’s rivers, their flow, their access, and their 

quality.  A 1960s Travelers Research Center study determined that “more water is needed for 

recreation and to maintain the natural beauty of the entire Farmington River watershed” (Kalb, 

1966a, p. 11).  The Farmington River Watershed Association used these findings to promote 

state investment, urging “government agencies [to] take the public interest into account.”  The 

environmental movement, to which these proposals were tethered, recognized “recreation and 

aesthetics [were] growing in importance.”  The Association felt that if land along the River was 

not purchased by the state, private owners would continue to prevent public use.  Public 

ownership, the group believed, would return the river to the region’s inhabitants.  The 

conservation of recreational and scenic land by the State was not a novel concept, but the 

Farmington River watershed was going to be a large acquisition (N.A., 1966e, p. 2B).    

The Company’s closing prompted the sale of its share in the Farmington River Power 

Company, which amounted to “extensive” water rights (Winzer, 1966b, p. 30).  For weeks, 

articles in the Hartford Courant speculated the future of these water rights (Figure 5.4).  A 

number of options were weighed.  These included the State’s purchase of both dams to 

“guarantee free and continuous flows,” the State’s purchase of a portion of the Power Company 
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stock, the Metropolitan District’s purchase of the Collins’ stock, or a purchase by public agencies 

for public recreation.  In addition to the Metropolitan District Commission, the Farmington River 

Power Company held an agreement with the State of Connecticut to maintain the river flow at 

150 cubic feet per second minimum (Winzer, 1966a, p. 40A).   

At the outset, the Commonwealth of Massachusetts expressed interest in the Company’s 

northern land holdings.  The towns of Otis, Tolland, and Blandford requested the Massachusetts 

Department of Natural Resources acquire the reservoirs encompassed within their boundaries for 

public recreation.  During dry summers, low water levels had prevented the reservoir’s use for 

recreation and boating.  State ownership would ensure high summer water levels (Kalb, 1966b, 

p. 27C).   

During liquidation, the Collins Company sold approximately 1,000 acres of land and 

1,200 acres of reservoir to the Commonwealth of Massachusetts for $215,000 (Craig, 1966, p. 

18; N.A., 1966i, p. 6C).  Otis Reservoir fell under the management of the Division of 

Conservation and Recreation (DCR) (Massachusetts Division of Fisheries & Wildlife, 2018).  It 

monitored recreational use and fishing, as well as maintained the reservoir’s historic structures.  

The reservoir retained its historic earthen dam and frame gatehouse, first constructed in 1866.  

Other resources included the c. 1850 Gatekeeper’s House and the 1867 Head-Gate House 

(Parrish, 1982; Parsons, 1993, p. 1).   

The State of Connecticut, particularly the State Fish and Game Society and the 

Metropolitan District Water Bureau, also expressed interest in the water privileges (O’Brien, 

1966, p. 21).  Water rights in the Connecticut segment remained in limbo, which concerned those 

who feared a private sale would bar their use of the River.  Previously, the Collins Company 

approved use of the Upper Pond in Collinsville by the Farmington Valley Water Ski Club.  That 
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permission also granted the use of flashboards to raise the water level 2-feet (N.A., 1966k, p. 

41A).  Whoever owned the water rights would be able to restrict this use.  In the end, the State of 

Connecticut purchased the water privileges.  The Capitol Region Planning Agency, the strongest 

advocator of the purchase, hoped the State would maintain “an equitable allocation of the water 

involved in order that the public’s interests in both water supply and recreation be assured” 

(N.A., 1966d, p. 9B1). 

In 1969, the Town adopted legislation forming the Park and Recreation Commission.  It 

exercised the responsibility of maintaining and managing “parks, playgrounds, baths, swimming 

pools, gymnasiums, recreation places, and public gardens owned by the Town” (Town of 

Canton, 2015, §150-2).  In addition to a growing number of public recreational facilities, private 

businesses took advantage of the landscape’s hills and river.  From the 1940s through the 1970s, 

a private ski slope was located on Sweetheart Mountain, west of Torrington Avenue (Bethea, 

1991c, p. D7F).  In 1963, the Town issued a permit to allow the operation of a ski slope in 

northwest corner of Canton, which it deemed beneficial from “a business and recreational 

standpoint” (Town of Canton, 1963, p. 58).  However, it antiquated the Collinsville ski slope, 

which closed in the years following. 

The Farmington River attracted an increasing number of recreational activities as water 

conditions improved.  In 1980, there was strife between competing water tubing ventures 

(Petersen, 1980b, p. C3A).  These lucrative businesses secured river frontage on local and state 

land north of Collinsville.  Tubers on rented inflatables floated down the river and were picked 

up before the Upper Dam in Collinsville.  In the end, the State of Connecticut had to settle the 

dispute. 
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One business that began to capitalize on Collinsville’s riverside assets in the early 1990s 

was the Collinsville Canoe Store (Figure 5.5).42  The canoe and kayak outfitter opened its 

business in the former Miner Lumber Company location, two warehouses on River Road.  The 

Miner Lumber Company (now Miner, Inc.) began operations as a granary in 1923.  The Miners 

built a large frame structure along the railroad siding on the site and relied on railroad freight 

service.  The property also contained the c. 1880 warehouse east of the tracks.  When the railroad 

closed, Miner Lumber Company adjusted by trucking in all its supplies.  In 1990, the Miners 

decided to construct a lumber yard adjacent to Route 44 to facilitate shipping and receiving, and 

moved operations from their historic Collinsville location.  The Miners decided to lease their 

Collinsville buildings, including the large warehouse along the river, to the Collinsville Canoe 

Store (Figure 5.6).  The store opened an outdoors retail shop in the warehouse’s heated bay, 

stored boats and supplies in the cold storage bay, and utilized the riverfront for boat launching 

(Gerstein, 1992a, p. D4G; Goffa, 1991, p. C6E).43   

For the Miners, this was the type of tenant they had hoped for—an “outdoor, 

environment-oriented business”—and proved a perfect fit for the setting (Goffa, 1991, p. C6E).  

In 1992, the Miners decided to sell the 14-acre property and warehouse.  The Collinsville Canoe 

Store had proved a profitable venture.  Owners, John and Sue Warner, hoped to “create a 

complex of recreation-oriented businesses on the site” (Gerstein, 1992a, p. D4G).  The Miner 

Lumber Company sold the property to the newly formed Waterfront Preservation and 

Management, Inc., who continued to lease the buildings to a variety of tenants.  

 

                                                            
42 Now referred to as Canton Canoe & Kayak. 
43 The southern bank of the Farmington River adjacent to Bridge Street and River Road through Collinsville is under 
ownership of the State of Connecticut.  Collinsville Canoe Store uses a public boat launch north of their property. 
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Reusing the Railroad 

Collinsville’s railroad history began with the Collins Company in 1850 and ended with 

the Collins Company in 1966.  In 1962, years after the closure of the Central New England 

Railroad line, the Town purchased the abandoned right-of-way extending from Collinsville to 

Route 44 in Canton.44  The railroad property, which followed the level land along the River, was 

sought after for its development potential.  In later decades, the Town used the land for a police 

station, a softball field, a fire station, and a pedestrian trail.  During a time of preeminent 

municipal service development, this investment gave the Town of Canton holdings that were 

flexible to the needs of a growing town (Town of Canton, 1962, p. 10). 

The rail line from Unionville to Collinsville, operating under New York, New Haven, & 

Hartford Railroad, continued to serve a number of businesses after repairs were made following 

the Flood of 1955 (Figure 5.7). 45   In the 1960s, turmoil in the United States’ railroad system 

jeopardized this short line’s viability.  Freight traffic in the Northeast experienced a steady 

decline that worsened in the 1950s while South and West rail centers increased service.  Despite 

the Transportation Act of 1958, which strove to simplify the national system, the Interstate 

Commerce Commission struggled to control railroad operation costs (Stover, 1997, p. 226-231).  

The merge between New York Central and Pennsylvania Railroads, first proposed in 1962 and 

finalized in 1968, spelled the end of rail service to Collinsville.  The Interstate Commerce 

Commission’s stipulations required Penn Central, the merge successor, to “take over the 

                                                            
44 Central New England Railroad was one of two rail companies that serviced Collinsville.  The New Haven line 
continued to operate after the closure of Central New England. 
45 Unionville is a village in the Town of Farmington. 
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bankrupt New Haven line,” buy-off redundant employees, and consolidate the lines (Stover, 

1997, p. 233).46   

In merge negotiations, Penn Central proposed the abandonment of the New Haven 

Railroad line between Farmington and Collinsville.47  Local industries rallied the Connecticut 

Transportation Authority to “file exceptions to the recommendation by the Interstate Commerce 

Commission to abandon the line.”  Connecticut Governor John Dempsey resounded the plea, 

stating that “all lines are needed for the economy and development of our state” (N.A., 1967a, p. 

3).  In 1967, a hearing hosted in Farmington made evident the region’s stake in the railroad.  A 

group opposing the closure of the 8-mile segment appealed to the Connecticut Railway 

Historical Society, with hopes the Society would purchase the line from the New Haven 

Railroad.  A total of 114 individuals and firms were listed on the discontinuance appeal.  Many 

people located in Collinsville, including Miner Lumber, supported privatizing the line to ensure 

it remained open (N.A., 1967f, p. 6C; N.A., 1968a, p. 7C).   

Once its closure proved inevitable, parties interested in the railroad’s land stepped 

forward.  The State Highway Department recognized the value of the railroad’s right-of-way for 

“future road relief” of Route 4 and Route 10.48  It also attracted the attention of other state 

agencies, who discussed the land’s scenic value and potential uses.  In the end, the railroad’s 

land in Canton was divvied up between the Town and the State of Connecticut (N.A., 1968a, p. 

7C).  

                                                            
46 Due to mounting operation costs and inefficient service, Penn Central filed for bankruptcy in 1970.  Conrail 
(1976) and Amtrak (1971) were formed to continue railroad service (Stover, 1997, p. 234-238).   
47 The New Haven Railroad was a faction of the New York New Haven & Hartford Railroad in control of the 
Unionville-Collinsville branch. 
48 Route 4 is a principal road from Hartford to Route 8 in Torrington; it crosses through Farmington south of 
Collinsville.  Route 10 stretches vertically through the state, connecting New Haven to Massachusetts.  It intersects 
Route 44 in Avon, just west of the prominent Tunxis Ridge.  
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In 1994, plans began for a Rail-to-Trail project along the abandoned railroad right-of-way 

in the towns of Simsbury, Canton, Burlington, and Farmington.  The project immediately 

received support across the region.  The cooperative town-state project utilized funding from the 

Connecticut Department of Transportation to cover most of the $2.1-million price tag.  With the 

State’s funding, each town would be responsible for $68,000.  This investment was a fraction of 

the expected revenue as a result of the project.  The Farmington Valley Greenway organization 

oversaw the conversion of the right-of-way into trails (Figure 5.8).  Those planning the trail 

identified the Farmington River and the Collins Company factory as top priorities for the 

alignment.  Completed in phases, the paved trail offered an off-road network that transected 

some of the area’s most interesting historic and natural settings (Figure 5.9).  It was rebranded as 

the Farmington River Trail in 2011.  In recent years, the trail system has become a major 

component in Collinsville’s tourism program (Malec, 1994a, p. B1-B3; Malec, 1994b, p. B2; 

Ayres & Taylor, 2013, p. 60).   

In 2015, planning began on intersection improvements at the crossing of River Road 

(Route 179) and the Farmington River Trail in Collinsville.  The user-activated traffic signal 

would make cyclist and pedestrian crossing on the state highway easier and safer.  In cooperation 

with the State, the project was completed in 2018 (Bryon, 2015, p. B7).     

 

Scenic Roads 

Consistent with the federal Intermodal Surface Transportation Efficiency Act, 

Connecticut Department of Transportation designated segments of Route 179 and Route 565 

through Collinsville as scenic roads in 1991 (Bethea, 1991a, p. C4B).49  The Collinsville Historic 

                                                            
49 The 0.5-mile Route 179 segment begins at the Burlington Line on the west side of the Farmington River.  It 
follows Canton Road north, crosses the highway bridge (becoming Bridge Street), then follows the river north, and 
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District Commission submitted the application to the Scenic Road Advisory Committee, which 

was formed by State legislation in 1989.  Designation provides state-owned roads statutory 

protection from Department of Transportation improvement and alteration.  This includes 

widening of surface or right-of-way, installation or replacement of guide railing, paving, changes 

in grade, straightening, or removal of stone walls or mature trees.  To be considered scenic the 

adjacencies of a state highway must contain either agricultural land, historic buildings or 

structures listed on the National Register of Historic Places or on the state register, or affords 

vistas of distinct natural features (Connecticut Law Journal, 1989, p. 5C).   

Chairman David Leff explained that the Commission pursued the designation because 

roads make up part of the village setting (Bethea, 1991a, p. C4B).  Furthermore, its designation 

would “protect the road from changes that might disturb its scenic views or historic 

significance”—a valid threat on state-owned routes (Routhier, 1990, p. C4E).  Similar to federal 

protections provided in the 1966 DOT Act Section 4(f), State DOT improvements on designated 

roads must first determine effect on scenic qualities and pass review from the Advisory 

Committee.  The statute also mandates a public review process and adherence to best practices.  

In Connecticut’s program, scenic roads must be a minimum of 1-mile in length.  The Collinsville 

segments were admissible when combined (Connecticut Law Journal, 1989, p. 5C).  

To balance the State protection, the Town decided to initiate its own program.  In 1999, 

the Town of Canton designated its first local ‘scenic road’ (Figure 5.10).  As outlined by an 

ordinance, eligible scenic roads are free of intensive commercial development and traffic, and 

must embody at least one of the following characteristics:  unpaved, framed by mature trees, 

                                                                                                                                                                                                
terminates at the intersection with River Road and Maple Avenue.  The Route 565 segment begins at the 
aforementioned intersection.  It stretches 0.6-miles northeast through a historic residential area and woodlands.  It 
terminates at Allen Place. 
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under 20 feet in width, containing scenic views, following natural terrain, or paralleling a 

waterway (Town of Canton, 2015, §375-25).   

 

Harnessing Natural Resources and Prioritizing Conservation 

Canton embraced natural resource conservation as a way to restore and utilize the 

Farmington River.  Enabling state legislation in the 1960s allowed the Town to address water 

pollution issues in the River, the loss of open space, and accessibility to recreation.  The 

Farmington River Watershed Association and the Conservation Commission led the Town’s 

conservation agenda.  The use and protection of the Farmington River’s water proved to be one 

of their most complicated and political issues.  Although water rights had passed to the State of 

Connecticut, over the years various companies and agencies came forward with plans to 

refurbish and operate Collinsville’s hydroelectric powerplants.  These plans needed to comply 

with federal and state requirements, including a Federal Energy Regulatory Commission license 

to generate hydroelectric power and the fish-way mitigation mandated by the Connecticut 

Department of Environmental Protection.  Despite the ongoing interest, initial rehabilitation of 

the powerhouses was too expensive.  There was finally progress in 2012 with the passage of the 

Collinsville Renewable Energy Promotion Act, which allowed the Town to assume ownership of 

the FERC license and pursue the development of hydroelectric generation.      

 

State and Local Environmental Action 

In the 1960s, Connecticut began a legislative agenda addressing many environmental and 

land conservation concerns.  Rural towns were apprehensive of “runaway real estate speculation 

and development,” and protested at both the state and local level.  In 1963, Connecticut 
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legislature passed Public Act 490 in an attempt to support the State’s remaining farmers and slow 

suburbanization.  Under the law, undeveloped land would be taxed at a rate equivalent with its 

registered use—not at a “potential sale value.”  This insulated agricultural land and open space 

from pressure to sell off to developers.  Connecticut legislators formed the Clean Water Task 

Force in 1966.  This committee developed the Clean Water Act of 1967, which served as a 

model for federal legislation amendments in the 1970s.  Two years later, the State formed the 

Clean Air Task Force.  This committee focused on the preservation of agricultural lands, open 

space, and the conservation of natural heritage locations (Milne, 1995, p. 100, 103, 107).   

Connecticut’s Department of Environmental Protection (DEP) began to take shape in the 

1970s.  The 1973 Inland Wetlands and Watercourses Act (Connecticut General Statutes §22a-36 

et seq.) required towns to establish a municipal agency to carry out the Act’s provisions (Town 

of Canton, 2015, §152).  In 1982, the passage of Connecticut Public Act 82-367 granted further 

protections to the State’s natural and historical resources.  Under these provisions to the 

Connecticut Environmental Protection Act, “unreasonable destruction” of state natural resources 

was expanded to include historic structures and landmarks.  In addition, the Act founded a grant-

in-aid program for municipalities to acquire open space land (Connecticut Trust for Historic 

Preservation, 2010; Milne, 1995, p. 103).  

 

River Conservation 

In 1953, the Farmington River Watershed Association, Inc. was founded as a non-profit 

membership corporation, interested in the vitality of the River and its drainage basin.  As an 

agglomeration of environmentally-minded stakeholders, the organization devoted itself to “the 

restoration and preservation of the area’s natural resources.”  The group collaborated with a 
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number of state agencies, including the Soil & Water Conservation Districts, State Park and 

Forest Commission, State Board of Fisheries and Game, Agricultural Extension Services, and 

Agricultural Conservation Program (Farmington River Watershed Association, 1962, p. 1-6).   

The Farmington River gained additional attention after the Flood of 1955 because it 

served as a collector of municipal effluence—a very necessary service for towns without 

standard sewage plants (Connecticut Development Commission, 1958, p. 2).  A 1961 Hartford 

Courant article explained that “domestic and industrial wastes [were] almost equal partners in 

the pollution problem” that plagued many riverside towns.  Still without a municipal sewage 

plan, the Town of Canton lagged behind neighboring towns.  The Farmington River Watershed 

Association started to raise concerns about pollution in the Farmington River in the early 1960s 

(N.A., 1961a, p. 15).   

In 1966, with the Collins Company’s extensive water rights on the market, the 

Farmington River Watershed Association ardently advocated for their transfer to a public entity 

for recreational use.  Aligning with the Association’s mission, this was a chance to “protect the 

aesthetic and recreational values of the Farmington River” (Kalb, 1966b, p. 27C).   

The Farmington River Watershed Association continued to advocate for anti-pollution 

measures in the 1970s.  The Association valued not only the improvement of conditions, but also 

the eventual restoration of a pristine river.  As evident in a 1974 publication, the use of landscape 

narratives and of Pequabuck Indian heritage was meant to elevate the “Tunxis” as un-spoilt 

entity (Farmington River Watershed Association, Inc., 1974, p. 2).50  Constructed descriptions of 

this pre-colonial era exclaimed the abundance of fish and wildlife, the free-flowing of falls, and 

the River’s purity.  As their narrative described, settlers dammed the river, causing mortality of 

                                                            
50 ‘Tunxis’ is generally regarded as the River’s Native American name, meaning “the beautiful river that ripples 
down through the hills”.  During the colonial period, ‘Tunxis’ and ‘Farmington River’ were used interchangeably by 
local communities (Farmington River Watershed Association, Inc., 1974, p. 2).   
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life.  Industrialization, with the construction of paper mills, cotton mills, tanneries, fulling mills, 

iron foundries, and sawmills, and the subsequent dumping of wastes constituted the death of the 

River for the sake of power.  Photos and sketches in a guidebook accentuated the River’s 

exploitation from its natural state.  The Association offered a provocative antidote to the recent 

deindustrialization of the region:  the closing of factories dealt hardship on their owners and 

employees, but was an end to their ultimate evil, inflicting pollution unduly (Farmington River 

Watershed Association, Inc., 1974, p. 1-4). 

By leveraging their environmentalist position, the Association also attracted those with 

recreation interests.  The publicity helped to define the Farmington River as “a priceless multi-

purpose asset in the ever growing metropolitan region” (Farmington River Watershed 

Association, Inc., 1974, p. 6).51  The Association’s 1974 guidebook highlighted premiere 

locations for boating at the Upper Pond in Collinsville and family recreation opportunities at Otis 

and Compensating Reservoirs (Figure 5.11).  With the Lower Collins Company Dam then 

controlled by the State of Connecticut, the Farmington River Watershed Association anticipated 

its removal and the installation of fishways over the upper dam, thereby allowing the 

reestablishment of shad and Atlantic salmon in the river.  This removal proved far more complex 

than expected (Farmington River Watershed Association, Inc., 1974, p. 18, 37). 

 

Canton Conservation Commission 

Alongside these regional private sector initiatives, the Town of Canton formed its 

Conservation Commission in 1966 “for the development and conservation of natural resources, 

                                                            
51 The guidebook includes eight chapters outlining the use of the Farmington River.  These chapters include guides 
to boating safety, canoeing, its tributaries, fishing, wildlife, geologic features, ornithology, and lastly trails and parks 
(Farmington River Watershed Association, Inc., 1974).   
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including water resources” (Town of Canton, 2015, §149-1; Town of Canton, 1966, p. 12).52  

The Commission served as an advisory council for environmental decisions, helping to shift the 

River’s use from industrial to recreational.  When Edward Demora filed a petition to the Zoning 

Board of Appeals to open a junk yard at the Collinsville Company’s lower forge shop, he was 

actually commended by the Conservation Commission.  He assured the Board that his operations 

would not produce emissions, pollute runoff, or pose any “danger to the ecology.”  Perhaps it 

was his business approach that won over his environmentalist skeptics, as he was an auto 

dismantler and a ‘recycler.’  Above all, the Town appeared pleased with the prospect of new 

business in the village (N.A., 1972, p. 27C).      

The Conservation Commission became very active in the 1970s, supporting compatible 

uses for the Town’s natural resources (Town of Canton, 1973, p. 56).  The Commission helped to 

institute the Open Space Land Acquisition Program in 1974 (Town of Canton, 1974, p. 44).  The 

following year, Canton established the Inland Wetlands and Watercourse Agency (Town of 

Canton, 1975, p. 35). 53  Clearly, Canton was actively engaged in the environmental movement 

sweeping across the State and the nation in the 1970s.  As noted by a Canton Selectman 

concerned by the condition of the Farmington River, disputes over the water rights and their 

economic impact continued to enter into decision making.  In short, water was very political.  

The Metropolitan District Commission, which purchased a large share of the Collins Company’s 

water privileges, could control the level of water from their Colebrook Dam.  When at its lowest, 

                                                            
52 In 1961, Connecticut passed a law enabling the “the establishment of conservation commissions” in towns.  These 
commissions served an indispensable role in town planning, often confronting local political controversy.  By 1993, 
81 out of the state’s 169 towns had conservation commissions (Milne, 1995, p. 108).   
53 Connecticut’s 1972 Inland Wetlands and Watercourse Act recognized the need to protect the State’s threatened 
resources.  In keeping with the home-rule political culture, the Act gave regulatory control of these resources to 
towns.  Towns could establish an agency to administer this authority (Department of Energy & Environmental 
Protection, 2016).  
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the stagnant waters exposed dead fish and trash.  The fish kill, at least, was attributed to both 

pollution and low water levels (Kenney, 1977a, p. 33B).   

Conservation issues for the Farmington River were not always clearly defined.  The 

Conservation Commission supported the Collinsville Company’s interest in reactivating the 

hydroelectric power generators and turbines.  The Commission had one stipulation, the provision 

of fish-ways.  It warned that unaddressed environmental concerns might hinder the State’s 

approval (N.A., 1980, p. 40A).54  When the Metropolitan District Commission released plans for 

public comment concerning the diversion of water from the River for potable use, the 

Conservation Commission expressed their opposition (Town of Canton, 1982, p. 44).    

Because the Town’s Conservation Commission maintained an advisory role, the Canton 

Land Conservation Trust formed in 1972 as a non-profit corporation.  Through donations of land 

and money, the Trust began to acquire natural lands within the Town.  It also obtained 

conservation easements on several properties, subjecting them to covenants to maintain their 

rural and undeveloped qualities.  In 1991, it purchased its first property in Collinsville, the 

former ski slope parcel on Sweetheart Mountain (Bethea, 1991c, p. D7F).  In 1992, it was 

dedicated as the Sweetheart Mountain Preserve, and was expanded in 2006.  As of 2018, the 

Conservation Trust now owns nearly 2,000 acres, fee-interest and conservation easements, but 

most are located in North Canton (Canton Land Conservation Trust, website).  

 

Hydropower  

The lure of cheap, clean electrical power continued to occupy the public from time to 

time.  The State of Connecticut acquired the lower dam and adjacent powerhouse in 1966.  Its 

                                                            
54 In general, they promoted the establishment of hydroelectric plants on the Farmington River, as long as it did not 
interfere with the state salmon project.  Fish ladders, specifically, allow migrating fish to ascend dammed river 
segments (Town of Canton, 1982, p. 44). 
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ownership eventually settle with the Department of Environmental Protection, which hoped to 

remove the structure completely or construct a fish ladder.  Initially, the Hartford Electric Light 

Company was granted control of the water privileges.  The 1933 structure, located downstream 

from Collinsville in the Town of Avon, was stripped of its generator.  Still, members of the 

Town of Canton government considered refurbishing the structure to generate hydroelectric 

power (N.A., 1977d, p. 20A).  The Town of Canton was optimistic when it entered a meeting 

with the Metropolitan District Commission, Connecticut Department of Environmental 

Protection, and Northeast Utilities but left with less confidence.  It was determined that, although 

hydroelectric generation was feasible, it would not be economical.  The State of Connecticut 

controlled the water rights and continued to enforce fish ladder requirements, making any project 

an expensive endeavor (Kenney, 1977c, p. 21A).   

Over the next decade negotiations and studies complicated the situation without making 

any progress toward hydroelectric generation.  In 1980, the Town of Canton approved the idea of 

joining the Collinsville Company in an application for a federal permit to study the development 

of hydroelectrical facilities (Petersen, 1980a, p. B1A).55  Seven-months after the Metropolitan 

District Commission and the Town of Canton abandoned their lofty plans to reinstate 

hydroelectric generation in the Collinsville powerhouses, the Aquatic Research Corporation 

applied to the Federal Energy Regulatory Commission (FERC) for permission to install turbines 

in the two State-owned dams.  The Corporation eventually retracted their proposal, because it 

could not justify the $13.8-million price tag.  A significant non-negotiable stipulation was the 

installation of fish ladders for migrating salmon (Swift & Corjulo, 1989b, p. B31).    

                                                            
55 Concurrently, the New Hampshire Water Power Corporation was proposing an agreement to harness power from 
the Nepaug Dam.  That proposal, far more convoluted than the Collinsville option, would require state and MDC 
approval (Petersen, 1980a, p. B1A). 
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Once more, the MDC renewed their interest in the late-1980s.  The FERC issued the 

MDC a license to generate power from the Farmington River’s powerhouses, but the project 

never materialized.  Even with profits from power generation split in their favor—75% retained 

by the MDC and 25% given to the Town of Canton—the MDC could not justify the expense of 

rehabilitation (Town of Canton, 1986, p. 52).   

In 2012, the Town of Canton restarted an inquiry into harnessing hydroelectric power 

from the Farmington River.  The passing of the Collinsville Renewable Energy Promotion Act 

transferred the Federal Energy Regulatory Commission license to the Town of Canton, enabling 

municipal development of hydropower facilities (See Appendix E).56  In 2013, the Energy 

Committee used a Connecticut Clean Energy Fund grant to conduct a feasibility study for the 

Upper and Lower Collinsville dams (Canton Hydro, website).  Canton’s Energy Committee 

continues to oversee development of the project, including operational and maintenance changes 

on Town buildings to improve energy efficiency, educate citizens on clean energy options, 

identify and procure federal and state incentives to develop clean energy sources, and manage 

the hydroelectric project for the Town (Town of Canton Town Charter, Chapter 161: Energy 

Committee).   

 

Plan of Conservation and Development 

Collinsville is interesting.  Although it isn’t a town at all and has Canton’s town 
hall on Main Street, it has a distinct character.  Not new, not quite historical.57 

                                                            
56 The Collinsville Renewable Energy Promotion Act is piece of federal legislature passed on February 12, 2013, 
and signed into law on June 30, 2014.  Note that the Act is also cited as the “Collinsville Renewable Energy 
Production Act” (Collinsville Renewable Energy Promotion Act, H.R. 316, 2014,  U.S. Congress).  It authorized the 
Federal Energy Regulatory Commission (FERC) to reinstate a lapsed license to the Town of Canton for 
hydroelectric development.  It also provided exemptions from provisions of the Federal Power Act, last amended in 
2005.  The Federal Power Act expanded FERC’s jurisdiction over interstate power generation, energy sales, and 
electric service (FERC website, 2018).   
57 Quotation from an unidentified Collinsville business owner (Riley, 1987, p. E21) 
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 The Plan of Conservation and Development provides Connecticut towns a document to 

guide the allocation of resources and initiatives.  In 2003, the Town of Canton contracted with 

the consultant firm Buckhurst Fish & Jacquemart, Inc. to complete a Plan of Conservation and 

Development.  This guiding document, which was adopted by the Canton Planning Commission, 

included nine categories of evaluation and a future land use map (Figure 5.12).58  It served as an 

update to the 1990 Plan of Development, in compliance with a Connecticut General Statute 

requiring the renewal of a municipal development plan every decade (Buckhurst Fish & 

Jacquemart, Inc., 2003, p. 1).   

 The Town released its updated development plan in 2014, splitting the document into a 

Strategic Plan and an Implementation Plan.   They identified two prominent themes, as outlined 

by the Planning and Zoning Commission:  “preserving community character, and building and 

sustaining the economic vitality of Canton,” which may inherently appear incompatible.  One of 

the values deserved of protection, as determined in the document, was “community character” 

(Figure 5.13).59  The plans addressed the increasing average age of Canton’s population and the 

net exportation of labor.  The price of housing had grown at a pace that exceeded inflation and 

income growth, resulting in only 7% of the housing stock defined as ‘affordable.’  In a 

community poll, residents were asked about what they perceived as threats to Canton.  They 

identified:  the loss of open space by the conversion to residential subdivisions, the loss to 

commercial development, the failure to purchase development rights, the appearance of 

development reflected in repetitive patterns and styles, and the loss of historic homes (Canton 

Planning and Zoning Commission, 2014b, p. 5-7).   

                                                            
58 Categories included demographics, housing, land use and zoning, historic resources, economic development, 
transportation, community facilities and services, utilities, and natural environment and open space (Buckhurst Fish 
& Jacquemart, Inc., 2003).   
59 Community Character was described as both physical and social—an “independent, artsy, small-town character” 
(Canton Planning and Zoning Commission, 2014b).   
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 The Strategic Plan called out “rural character” as a defining and important aspect of the 

Town, distinguishing it from innately urban or suburban locations.  In defense of this character, 

the Commission reprinted resident Margaret Perry’s 1951 letter to the Hartford Courant, which 

warned of the encroaching suburbanization and its impact on open space and community 

character (Canton Planning and Zoning Commission, 2014b, p. 10-11).60  Her letter supported 

Canton’s recent rescinding of town zoning regulations, passed only a month earlier (N.A., 1951, 

p. 22).  Perry knew that Canton’s decision on zoning would seal the fate of the Town.  The 2014 

Commission’s choice to include Perry’s letter presented an interesting contrast.  It could have 

been intended to evoke a sense of nostalgia for the ‘rural community,’ and a heritage worthy of 

rediscovery.  It is doubtful, however, that the contradiction could be understood without 

additional context.  

 The Strategic Plan introduced the notion of ‘village district zoning’ as a tool to preserve 

landscape character.  Within this recommendation, the Plan warned that over-regulation, on the 

other hand, could become a detriment to the Town’s character.  It called Collinsville’s downtown 

representative of “the mixed-use vision that many communities are looking to re-create in their 

own village centers.”  In describing the deteriorating condition of the Collins Company factory 

complex, the Commission supported “village-character redevelopment” to increase the Town’s 

                                                            
60 In the article, titled “The Value of Rural Community Living,” Perry responded to a previous editorial discussing 
town meeting government and the issue of zoning.  She described a revelation she had about zoning; she realized 
that zoning was more engaged in promoting development than controlling it.  Zoning enthusiasts, she said, wanted 
to change Canton “from a rural community to a suburb or ‘bed town’ for the Hartford area.”  The zoning debate 
drew sides:  newcomers and politicians as pro-zoning, and the rural citizens as the opposition.  Politicians correlated 
real estate development with increased revenue, while suburban residents viewed it as a “means of controlling the 
growth of the town in accordance with their desires.”  She ended her letter to the editor by describing the various 
“nuisances” which initially attracted her to Canton and is the reason she stayed.  In her final closing, she asked 
rhetorically, “will [Canton’s] spirit be destroyed, as other towns before it have been destroyed, and made over into 
another eating, sleeping, and drinking zone for the Hartford suburbanites” (Perry, 1951).   
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tax base and “help offset the tax burden on single family residences.”61  Collinsville offers some 

of the Town’s most diverse housing stock, developed without the aid of zoning and non-

conforming to contemporary standards (Canton Planning and Zoning Commission, 2014b, p. 

83).   

The Commission, when describing Canton’s scenic resources, focused on the landscape’s 

natural features:  the river, wooded hillsides, and pastoral fields.  The Plan, when describing the 

Collinsville District resources, focused on the Farmington River.  As described, the River 

provides “ecological, economic and recreational benefits…a source for boating and kayaking, 

eco-tourism, aesthetic pleasure, and identity.”  It identified the need to identify natural resources 

within the Town boundary and determine their significance in order to “guide future decision 

making” (Canton Planning and Zoning Commission, 2014b, p. 14, 20, 81). 

 The Plan describes open space as an important asset because it contributes to the Town 

character, provides recreational opportunities, and increases land values.  It discussed the use of 

“fee-in-lieu of open space,” specifically during subdivision.  A map of Canton’s open space 

clearly showed the concentrations of municipally-owned open spaces associate with low-density 

residential subdivisions, while the Canton Land Conservation Trust’s property’s occupy largely 

undeveloped hills (Canton Planning and Zoning Commission, 2014b, p. 25-26, 29).   

 The Commission addressed economic development in the document.  Canton’s tax base 

depended more on residential properties than the average Connecticut town and the Strategic 

Plan identified the need to diversify.62  For residential development, the Plan’s priorities focused 

on nurturing a “sustainable community” (Canton Planning and Zoning Commission, 2014b, p. 

                                                            
61 The Plan stated “that the key to Collinsville’s economic success lies in its past.  Future development and 
improvements throughout the district must respect Collinsville’s heritage as a mixed-use industrial village designed 
as a company town in which employment, laborers, residences, stores and services efficiently co-existed within the 
same neighborhood” Canton Planning and Zoning Commission, 2014b, p. 84).   
62 Canton generates 81% of its revenue from property taxes (Canton Planning and Zoning Commission, 2014b, p. 5). 
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49-50).63  Maintaining the value of real estate property meant Canton needed to retain a certain 

level of public services.  

 A far cry from the redevelopment and improvement values of the 1960s, the Plan 

outlined a number of actionable items to “preserve, conserve, and enhance Canton’s rural 

character,” which included minimizing parking requirements, decreasing street widths, 

regulating the appearance and density of new construction, and decreasing setback distances for 

new retail development.  The implementation guide also identified the need to redevelop the 

Collins Company complex (Canton Planning and Zoning Commission, 2014a, p. 2-6).  The 

Planning and Zoning Commission did not provide any further details on the factory’s future.  

When considering the issues raised during Town meetings in the 1960s, the 2014 plan described 

a contrasting ideal aesthetic for Collinsville.  The need for abundant parking was superseded by 

an emphasis on pedestrian comfort and multi-modal transportation.  Collinsville’s so-called 

inefficiencies, bickered about in the 1960s, had become one of the village’s most endearing 

qualities.  

While endorsing the diversification of mixed-use districts and the preservation of historic 

resources, the Plan included the goal to “maintain Canton as a predominantly low density single 

family owner occupied community.”  The goal specified keeping “detached single family 

housing units at above 65% of the total housing stock” (Canton Planning and Zoning 

Commission, 2014a, p. 28-29).  Carrying a potentially classist undertone, it was intended to 

communicate the Town’s value of rural living over the urban.  Nevertheless, it highlighted the 

cultural plights of modern suburbia—the comfort of homogeneity.  

 

                                                            
63 They discussed goals for the Town’s residential neighborhoods: being safe and pleasant, maintaining their value, 
avoiding deterioration and blight, maintaining their tax base, and providing a sense of community. Other objectives 
include good schools and community pride.    
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Conclusion 

 The Collins Company’s factory adopted new uses, new tenants, new prospects, and new 

owners; but what it failed to initiate was revitalization.  The underutilization of the factory, 

moreover, disintegrates its value as a functional, industrial place.  Consecutive proposals for the 

factory have revealed a slow progression from a diverse, multi-use rehabilitated complex, to a 

gentrified pick-and-choose redevelopment project more concerned on its return on investment 

than the historic resources involved.  An unending stream of negotiations and projects have 

numbed the citizens of Collinsville from the gravity of the cultural resource management.   

In the second half of the 20th century, new state and federal initiatives focused on 

responsible development, housing improvements, and municipal planning.  The Town of Canton 

received a Community Development Block Grant in 1979, which was renewed twice.  It funded 

necessary facility upgrades and improvements to substandard housing in the Collinsville area.  In 

the 1980s, the Town pursued a Small Cities Grant through HUD.  The Town hoped that the $1.2-

million award for streetscape improvements would initiate private investment to homes and 

businesses.  Canton received a grant from the Connecticut Main Street Investment Fund in 2013.  

The Town’s revitalization priorities had shifted from relieving substandard conditions to 

promoting tourism .   

The closure of the Collins Company prompted the sale of the Company’s water rights and 

the railroad right-of-way.  Massachusetts and Connecticut state agencies purchased the 

Farmington River’s water rights and reservoirs in order to secure their recreational value.  With 

the gradual improvement of river conditions, Canton became a regional destination for tubing, 

canoeing, and kayaking.  These establishments replaced industrial tenants at prominent riverfront 

locations.  Despite protest from local industries and businesses, railroad service was never 
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reintroduced.  The right-of-way was sold to the Town, which provided public river access and 

allowed the Town to develop a rail-to-trail project with adjacent communities.  The Town 

pursued a Scenic Road designation for Route 179 through Collinsville in order to protect the 

village character along the river and downtown.  
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Figure 5.1  Master Plan for @COLLINSville, 1999.  The plan inserted greenspace around rehabilitated factory 
buildings.  New buildings were planned at the southern end of the complex (Pfeufer/Richardson P.C. Architects:  
Cambridge, MA, 1999).   
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Figure 5.2  Proposed Redevelopment Plan for the Collins Company property, 2010.  Only signature buildings would 
be rehabilitated and the plan focuses on density and circulation ( Fuss & O’Neill, 2010).  
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Figure 5.3  Small Cities grant improvements on Main Street.  Streetscape improvements promised to attract business 
to downtown Collinsville (Credit:  John Long, 1981 (Hartford Courant)). 
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Figure 5.4  Excerpt from the  Hartford Courant covering water rights, 1966 (Wamsley, 1966, p. 4I).   
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Figure 5.5  Boat launch next to the Collinsville Canoe Store, 1991.  (Credit:  Sherry Peters, 1991 (Hartford 
Courant)).  

 
Figure 5.6  Collinsville Canoe and Kayak  (Credit: Flickr/Doug Kerr, 2010).   
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Figure 5.7  NYNH&H Railroad service map, 1955.  Collinsville is serviced on the spur that terminates at New 
Hartford (Credit: American-Rails.com). 
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Figure 5.8  Guide map of the Farmington River Trail and Farmington Canal Heritage Trail (Farmington Valley 
Greenway, n.d.). 
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Figure 5.9  Farmington River Trail crossing through the Collins Company complex.  The trail is elevated on the 
railroad viaduct as it approaches the lower bridge, traveling south (Author’s photograph, taken 5 Sept 2018). 

 
Figure 5.10  Proposed scenic Road through Collinsville, 1990.  The 1-mile segment transects the National Register 
historic district (Routhier, 1990, p. C4E).   
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Figure 5.11  Farmington River Watershed Association Guidebook cover (FRWA, 1962).  
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Figure 5.12  Future Land Use Map, 2003.  Tan and white parcels are low density residential and green indicates 
conservation land (Buckhurst Fish & Jacquemart, Inc., 2003).  
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Figure 5.13  Map of Character Resources.  The Town’s cultural resources are concentrated in Collinsville (Plan of 
Conservation and Development, 2014). 
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CHAPTER 6.  

CULTURAL LANDSCAPES:  AN APPROACH TO COLLINSVILLE 

 

Introduction 

 The most tangible aspect of Collinsville’s history is found in its landscape, which 

includes the neighborhoods, the River, Main Street, the factory, and the setting.  Although valued 

and utilized, they have escaped detailed study, inventory, or evaluation.  The village’s cultural 

resources, without being defined, are left susceptible to destruction, misinterpretation, and 

exploitation.  By definition, cultural landscapes are complex and industrial landscapes are no 

exception.   

 This chapter provides an introductory overview on cultural resources in order to prompt a 

discussion of opportunities for Collinsville.  The first section outlines the history of cultural 

landscapes in the field of historic preservation.  The National Park Service’s landscape initiative 

was born from developments in the fields of cultural geography and anthropology.  The second 

section discusses recent developments in the Connecticut State Historic Preservation Office and 

how they are addressing the rise of recreation and heritage tourism in the State.  Furthermore, it 

unpacks the Office’s involvement in factory rehabilitation and the resources available. 

 The third section investigates the recent Wild and Scenic River designation presented to 

the Farmington River region and, more specifically, the reason for Collinsville’s exclusion.  It 

also evaluates whether the Wild and Scenic River System management organization would be a 

valid preservation tactic for Collinsville’s natural and cultural resources. 

 The fourth and fifth sections discuss industrial landscapes:  the Connecticut’s Making 

Places program and the preservation of neighborhoods in factory villages.  Making Places is the 
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culmination of nearly 40-years of work, beginning with Matthew Roth’s survey of industrial 

places and ending with the Connecticut Trust for Historic Preservation’s online database.  While 

Making Places focuses on mills, factories, and industrial complexes, the next section delves into 

‘secondary’ industrial places, specifically the domestic landscape.  Mentioning previous studies 

of workers’ housing as a basis for discussion, Collinsville’s duplexes are considered for their 

cultural and physical value.  Lastly, the section evaluates the exclusion of these buildings in the 

local historic district and the implications of that discussion.   

 The sixth and most extensive section covers the intangible aspects of cultural landscapes.  

It dissects the manner Collinsville’s landscapes are perceived by the resident, by the newcomer 

and by the visitor.  The section highlights threats to authenticity, identity, and character.  It closes 

with contemporary discussions in the field of landscape studies:  fragmentation, heritage making, 

and discontinuance of the past. 

 Lastly, the seventh section poses the question:  what do you do with an old factory?  To 

form a basis for the final chapter discussion, it outlines the barriers that prevent the rehabilitation 

of Collinsville’s under-utilized resources.  Heritage tourism is becoming a viable industry for the 

Town; however its implementation should be governed at a local level. 

 

Cultural Landscapes:  Identify and Document 

 Cultural landscapes take many forms.  Beginning in the 1980s, the National Park Service 

began to advocate for the identification, documentation, and preservation of cultural landscapes.  

As defined, cultural landscapes are places in the natural world, intertwined with human patterns, 

settlements, and histories.  They are “expressions of human manipulation of and adaptation to the 

land and the environment” (Page, 2009, p. 1-2; Painter, 2011).  Although duly described and 
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documented in some building and regional surveys, until recently landscapes remained in the 

background.  The Historic American Landscape Survey (HALS) premiered in 2000, 67 years 

after the start of the Historic American Building Survey (HABS) and the Historic American 

Engineering Record (HAER).  .   

In 2013, the National Park Service introduced a new program, the National Register 

Landscape Initiative, to promote the identification, nomination, and preservation of historic 

landscapes.  Despite the increased interest in cultural landscapes, industrial landscapes remain 

underrepresented.  Attention is often granted to designed formal and naturalistic landscapes, rural 

vernacular landscapes, landscapes surrounding historic buildings, public and civic spaces, and, 

most recently, corridors and linear landscapes.  This tendency might be related to the provenance 

of two disciplines:  archaeology and landscape preservation.  Landscape archaeology, which 

arose in the 1970s-1990s, has been slow to recognize American industrial landscapes.  Often, 

industrial landscapes are living landscapes and include many social and cultural aspects.  

Archaeologists “approach landscape from an anthropological and geographic perspective,” 

without grasping the complex economic and social significance (Wyatt et al., 2013).  Landscapes 

require cooperation between multiple disciplines to be fully represented in a study or survey. 

The National Park Service standardized its study of cultural landscapes with the 

establishment of the Cultural Landscape Inventory (CLI) and the Cultural Landscape Report 

(CLR).  These two investigative frameworks instruct evaluation, determination of significance, 

resource planning and preservation, and management.  The National Park Service developed 

these tools in response to increased recognition of cultural landscapes, arising in the 1980s and 

1990s.  They contributed to a more thorough understanding of the nation’s cultural resources, 

alongside historic structure reports, archaeological resource reports, and historic engineering 
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surveys.  The National Register Bulletins also provide guidance and reference to cultural 

landscapes (Birnbaum & Barrett, 2000, p.  I; Page, 2009, p. 1.2).1 

 Cultural Landscape Inventories delve into the tangible and intangible aspects of historic 

places, including:  events, activities and uses, technology, development, cultural affiliations, 

political organization, traditions, landscape architecture and components, material and methods, 

role of important figures and groups, trends in the physical development of the site or context, 

economic forces, and the pattern or presence of similar places.  Perhaps most important to an 

inventory document, the historic context theme establishes the organizing structure for historic 

resources (Page, 2009, p. 5.8-5.12).     

 Seldom would one encounter a landscape unchanged from its historic form.  Landscapes 

naturally evolve over time, but not without anthropogenic influence.  A Cultural Landscape 

Inventory identifies a site’s current and historic functions along a physical chronology.  

Furthermore, the document distinguishes the landscape type.  These types included historic 

designed landscapes, historic vernacular landscapes, historic sites, and ethnographic landscapes, 

each with its own character and management strategy.  Sometimes property owners or a 

community struggle to perceive landscapes as historic, especially if they are functional or 

continue to be used as they were historically (Page, 2009, p. 6.3-6.4).   

 An important discussion in the preservation of cultural landscapes is the evaluation of 

integrity.  The National Register identifies seven qualities that in combination define integrity:  

location, design, setting, materials, workmanship, feeling, and association.  A landscape’s 

integrity is not as “cut-and-dry” as buildings and structures, thus requiring a complex 

understanding of the place.  Landscape characteristics form a measure of its integrity.  Their 

                                                            
1 Noted bulletins include: Guidelines for Evaluating and Documenting Rural Historic Landscapes, Guidelines for 
Evaluating and Documenting Traditional Cultural Properties, and How to Evaluate and Nominate Designed 
Historic Landscapes (Page, 2009, p. 1-4).  
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significance may be found in the culmination of multiple characteristics and in each 

characteristic’s context in the greater landscape (Page, 2009, p. 7.2-7.3).2    

 The National Park Service has provided a scientific approach to the study and 

documentation of cultural landscapes.  Due to cultural landscapes’ inherent complexity and 

breadth, few private owners or municipalities pursue Cultural Landscape Inventories or an 

equivalent study.  Documentation in Collinsville has focused on individual buildings and 

structures.  David Leff’s walking tours begin to discuss the integral fabric of the village, but his 

investigation has not been continued by others.3  A study modeled on the National Park Service’s 

CLI or CLR model would provide the Town with insight into the village’s development, 

evolution, and composition.  With ongoing streetscape improvements and the Main Street 

redesign, this is extremely pertinent.   

 

Cultural Landscapes and Industrial Heritage 

 J.B. Jackson, an influential figure in the study of American vernacular landscapes and 

geography, wrote two books which are particularly intriguing in their application to industrial 

heritage, The Necessity for Ruins and Other Topics (1980) and Discovering the Vernacular 

Landscape (1986).  He defined cultural landscapes as a medium of human activity, values, and 

beliefs.  Through human interaction, landscapes change both in their physically form and in the 

way people value them.  He described landscapes on the basis of a continuum—in form and 

perception.  The Connecticut River Valley, in particular, was “the epitome of an American 

                                                            
2 The landscape characteristics identified by the National Park Service are archaeological sites, buildings and 
structures, circulation, cluster arrangement, constructed water features, cultural traditions, land use, natural systems 
and features, small-scale features, spatial organization, topography, vegetation, and views and vistas (Page, 2009, p. 
7.4). 
3 Leff served as a chair of the Collinsville Historic District Study Commission and the subsequent Commission.  He 
served as Town Historian and published a book, The Last Undiscovered Place, about his experiences in Collinsville.   
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landscape” and modeled the aesthetics of the rural picturesque (Jackson, 1986, p. 61).  After the 

country’s formation, a transition from farm to factory changed society’s relation with the land.  

After the American Civil War, the mechanical manipulation of power accelerated the usage and 

exploitation of the environment’s resources.  The inherent perception of the landscape changed 

with this ideological shift:  “to the engineer…a landscape is beautiful when the energy-flow 

system is functioning with unimpeded efficiency” (Jackson, 1986, p. 62).4   

The functional value of the environmental has evolved from a measure of utility to a 

measure of association.  In this way, the landscape became an important political tool, both in 

how it is used and viewed (Jackson, 1986, p. 12).  This transactional approach to land use and 

development significantly influences how society values (and evaluates) places.  Jackson 

explained that “[t]he landscape is no longer the locus of character formation, for carrying out 

traditional obligations….[Rather,] it is…a place where certain resources can be bought or had for 

free” (Jackson, 1986, p. 63).   

If history and heritage, as Jackson argued, is a modern-day commodity then it is subject 

to the pressures of politics, popular culture, and the economy.  This, in turn, demands a new 

definition of history, as represented in monuments, landscapes, and buildings.  Americans have 

abandoned the “traditional monument” in favor of landscapes that appeal to their “radically new 

concept of history and of the meaning of history” (Jackson, 1980, p. 90-91, 96-97).  Jackson 

related the rise of reconstructed historical environments to this societal shift in perception. 

Now more than ever, society finds delight, enthusiasm, and nostalgia in the creation, 

preservation, and memorialization of historic places.  Jackson described his modern perspective 

on historic preservation:  “history means less the record of significant events and people than the 

                                                            
4 To Jackson, society today takes the attitude of “the engineer;” his thought correlates with Western belief structure 
(Jackson, 1986, p. 63). 



244 
 

preservation of reminders of a bygone domestic existence and its environment.”  In this, he 

suggested that historic landscapes serve as a moderated transcription of past culture, as 

reconstructed or retold.  He questioned whether heritage could be preserved without a 

transactional connotation (Jackson, 1980, p. 90-91).  

Many historians, geographers, and anthropologists have discovered a distinctly New 

England sentiment in the region’s bygone mills and factory villages.  Kingston Heath, in Patina 

of Place: the Weathering of a New England Industrial Landscape, wisely pointed out that: 

“The value of a layered, contextual approach to the investigation of the built 
environment is that it not only acknowledges imported traditions and influences, 
such as design impulses from abroad, but also local design process and the 
systems which generate it.  By studying the built environment from the vantage 
point of what I have termed “cultural weathering,” regional landscapes can 
become sources for exploring the manner in which human populations create, 
adapt, and transform their environments over time in response to personal 
sensibilities, human interactions, situational opportunities and constraints, and the 
forces of the natural environment” (Heath, 2001, p. 182-183). 

In studying the cultural implications of “patination” on abandoned industrial sites in New 

England, Heath equates the process of destruction to that of creation.  Cultural weathering, as he 

describes, is the additive and subtractive transformation of places by people.  He suggests that 

cultural resources should retain their utility whilst preservation (Heath, 2001, p. 119, 184).5     

 Collinsville presents a perfect study of Heath’s notion of patina.  Over the 140 years of 

operation, the Collins Company transformed the village by reacting to market demands, the 

needs of their workers, the leadership’s visions and goals, constraints of the environment and the 

River, and the reuse and adaptation of their property.  Collinsville has weathered, changing with 

the influx of residents and new ideas.  As Heath would argue, Collinsville’s history does not 

                                                            
5 Heath’s conclusions on cultural weathering and vernacular landscapes build off the contributions of others, namely 
in the fields of landscape architecture, literature, and anthropology.  While his research is thorough and detailed, 
Heath presents history as an art rather than a science.   
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terminate in 1966, but continues to this day in the way that residents use and reuse the village 

landscape.  

Both Heath and Jackson challenge the way Collinsville should recognize, preserve, and 

use its cultural resources.  They warn that without conscious maintenance of a place’s 

interpretation it may fall victim to transactional and inauthentic memorialization.  Foremost, 

landscape preservation strives to preserve the functionality and evolutionary nature of a place.  In 

order to make educated decisions, the Town of Canton needs to address both the historic values 

imbedded in the Collinsville landscape and the transactional values that drive development 

moving forward.  

 

Connecticut’s Preservation Environment 

 Advocacy for the State’s cultural landscapes has embraced recreation, conservation, and 

the development of tourism for funding and appreciation.  The institutional structure of 

Connecticut’s State Historic Preservation Office (SHPO) has influenced its approach and 

engagement.  Although the most recent historic preservation plan indicated a growing interest in 

open space, conservation, and public parks, the SHPO is far more impelled to expand tax 

incentives and rehabilitation programs.  Until the State develops an approach to landscape 

preservation, resources offered to identify and document such spaces will be limited.  The Town 

of Canton has followed these statewide trends—offering tax incentives, developing a Main Street 

Program, and revitalizing the downtown—but has been given little guidance on creating a village 

preservation plan of its own.   
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Natural Resources and Historic Preservation at the State Level 

The management of Connecticut’s natural and cultural resources has evolved over the last 

century.  Preservationists need to understand how historic preservation has been pursued in 

conjunction with other State goals, including economic development, environmental 

conservation, tourism, and recreation.  In Connecticut, historic preservation is increasingly 

mentioned in the discussion of recreation.  Dr. Leah Glaser, professor of history at Central 

Connecticut State University and scholar in land conservation, identifies the State’s early interest 

in conservation.6  This movement, to protect open space and natural resources, began in the early 

20th century as the demand for public recreation grew.  In Connecticut, the administration of 

natural and historic resource conservation was first coupled under a single department (Glaser, 

2014).7  

 Since the 1930s, Connecticut has “equated transportation with recreation and 

conservation” (Glaser, 2014).  As cities and suburbs grew, the State’s natural lands and reserves 

concentrated at the fringes of development.  But by the 1950s, the pendulum had swung in favor 

of economic development over site preservation.  In the 1960s and 1970s, popular interest in 

conservation increased, thereby controlling development.  State interests in the 21st century 

focused, thus far, on environmental and economic sustainability, granting newfound attention on 

utilizing existing resources.  As the State suburbanized and matured as an urban state, 

management of its historic resources fell under the Department of Economic and Community 

Development.  Despite the restructuring at the State level, Connecticut communities tend to 

approach resource preservation and environmental conservation similarly.  Most recently, 

tourism is an ever-present consideration (Glaser, 2014). 

                                                            
6 Glaser also serves on the State’s Historic Preservation Council.  
7 Connecticut established the State Park Commission (later known as the State Park and Forest Commission) in 1921 
to oversee both historic and environmental resources interdependently (Glaser, 2014).   
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State Historic Preservation Office and the Trust 

The 1966 National Historic Preservation Act formed a system of historic preservation at 

the state level, State Historic Preservation Officers (SHPOs).  The state-level administration must 

maintain an inventory of historic properties, nominate properties eligible to the National 

Register, implement a statewide preservation plan, administer grants and funding, offer technical 

and educational assistance, and work with federal and state agencies.  Funding provided by the 

Department of the Interior is given to the states in a competitive, matching basis for projects.  

SHPOs act as liaisons to the federal government for their states’ preservation agenda.      

State SHPOs’ actions are limited due to their regulatory and administrative role of 

evaluating and implementing state preservation policy.  As a result, SHPOs partner with one or 

more nonprofit preservation organizations that are able to acquire property, fundraise, and 

advocate for preservation.  These organizations are essential to the function of statewide 

preservation programs.  In Connecticut, the SHPO looks to the CT Trust for this function (CT 

Trust, 2018, p. 6-7).8   

The Connecticut Trust for Historic Preservation, Inc. (the ‘Trust’ or ‘CT Trust’) is a 

quasi-public, nonprofit organization entrusted to “preserve, protect, and promote the buildings, 

sites, and landscapes that contribute to the heritage and vitality of Connecticut communities” (CT 

Trust, website).  In 1975, the State enacted the creation of the Trust (See Appendix F).  It is run 

by a Board of Trustees, who governs and oversees nonvoting members.  The Trust invests in 

preservation projects, serves as an advocate for laws and policies, educates local district 

commissioners, and provides legal assistance to save threatened landmarks.  Unlike the SHPO, 

the Trust is able to acquire, fundraise for, invest in, and sell properties without directorial 

                                                            
8 Other partnership organizations who contribute, to a lesser degree, to the State’s preservation agenda are the 
Connecticut Preservation Action and the Connecticut Humanities Council.  
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restrictions from the State (CT Trust, website).  Together, the Connecticut SHPO and the Trust 

are able to establish, direct, and implement necessary actions for the preservation of State 

resources (Connecticut House Bill No. 5843, “Special Act No. 75-93”).   

 

Connecticut’s Cultural Landscapes:  Forming a Foundation 

Landscapes have long been overshadowed by buildings and monuments in the discussion 

of historic preservation.  With the instatement of State Historic Preservation Officers and 

development of state-level registers came the development of documentation guides, survey 

forms, and a discourse about historic architecture.  The Connecticut SHPO lags behind some of 

its neighboring states in the documentation and preservation of cultural landscapes.  Currently, a 

landscape-focused documentation form is under development.9  This project and other initiatives 

in the past have relied heavily on Massachusetts’s Heritage Landscape Inventory Program.  It is 

important to acknowledge the intellectual provenance of Connecticut’s future landscape 

program.  

Massachusetts’ Heritage Landscape Inventory Program produced an unprecedented guide 

on historic landscapes, Reading the Land:  A Guide to Identification and Protection, in 2003.  

The guide was two-part:  first, a guide to the identification and documentation of heritage 

landscapes, and second, a discussion into the multi-faceted, tangible and intangible nature of 

heritage landscapes.  The guide’s definition of heritage landscapes was not given definitively, 

and recognized the “tendency to view cultural, natural, and scenic qualities as separate entities.”  

Reading the Land explains how a landscape provides “lasting personal value as memories for 

                                                            
9 In January, 2018, I volunteered at the Connecticut State Historic Preservation Office in Hartford, part-time for 4 
weeks.  At that point in time, Connecticut was still using their antiquated historic building form for all historic 
resource surveys.  It was extremely limited and did not support a comprehensive evaluation of landscape 
characteristics or significance.  Under guidance from Jenny Scofield (National Register and Architectural Survey 
Coordinator), I started research for a landscape documentation form.   
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residents and visitors and is captured as places of the heart that evoke specific past events or 

nostalgia for a bygone era.”  Particularly interesting is the inclusion of nostalgia alongside shared 

history and cultural identity.  While the latter two allow a collective description, nostalgia is 

intrinsically individual.  Nostalgia is the feeling of shared history and cultural identity 

experienced in a particular place, with and without the presence of historical 

interpretation(Adams et al., 2003, p. 6).    

Cultural landscapes amplify “the relationship between human culture and history, and the 

natural ecology that influenced land use and development of an area” (Adams et al., 2003, p. 4).  

They serve as a setting and present a circumstance for the construction and evolution of 

buildings.  Moreover, they develop an intrinsic identity as a result of “long periods of interaction 

of people and nature” (Hamin, 2004).  Reading the Land also warns that a “lack of access or 

interest” disadvantages some landscapes despite containing relevant and important public 

narratives.  Their protection relies on ownership, stewardship, visibility, and advocacy.  These 

four components are the tools, capable of good and ill (Adams et al, 2003, p. 8).   

 In 2018, the Connecticut State Historic Preservation Office released a renewed historic 

preservation plan:  Shared Stewardship: 2018-2023.  The plan identified Connecticut’s range of 

historic resources:  social and ethnic histories, industrial heritage, 20th century resources, 

agricultural heritage, and archaeological resources (Connecticut State Historic Preservation 

Office & Museum Division, 2018, p. 11-14).  Shared Stewardship stated that historic resources 

are being lost to demolition, fire, and redevelopment .  The $1-million investment to develop 

‘Making Places,’ which was administered by the Connecticut Trust for Historic Preservation, 

was well-received among state preservation organizations.  The $54.8-million worth of tax 

credits awarded to the rehabilitation of industrial properties across the State created “more than 
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101,000 square feet of nonresidential space and more than 570 units of housing.”  By nature of 

the SHPO’s role in Connecticut, most programs serve private developers, historic resource land 

owners, and town revitalization programs.  The latter is done through the Certified Local 

Government program, which offers technical assistance to historic district commissions 

(Connecticut State Historic Preservation Office & Museum Division, 2018, p. 12).   

 During public outreach sessions in 2017, the Connecticut SHPO gathered participants’ 

thoughts concerning the preservation of their State’s resources.  These sessions were held in each 

county of the state, however, the survey failed to capture respondents indicative of the general 

population.10  Thirty-nine per cent of participants identified “neglect or abandonment of older 

buildings” as a threat to the State’s resources, and 33% identified “growth and development 

pressure” (Figure 6.1).  When asked what types of historic resources they were most concerned 

about losing in their towns, the results revealed the populace’s association between historic and 

natural resources.  Fifty-eight per cent identified open space and rural landscapes, 40% older 

neighborhoods, 26% parks and public spaces, and 25% downtowns.  The industrial areas 

category was identified by only 12% of participants, but it is unclear whether a distinction was 

made between active industrial areas and historic industrial areas.  Participants were also 

interested in increasing the use of grants, integrating of preservation values into community 

planning, and expanding public education and outreach (Connecticut State Historic Preservation 

Office & Museum Division, 2018, p. 18-19). 

 Although comprehensive in the scope and guidance, the State’s preservation plan has a 

limited application to municipalities.  As the survey revealed, communities need to initiate their 

                                                            
10 Over half  (57%) of the 259 participants were between the age of 44 and 75, and only 7% were under 35 years old.  
Their most-frequently identified occupations were architecture (29), museums (23), education (18), management 
(16), preservation (12), and planning (11) (Connecticut State Historic Preservation Office & Museum Division, 
2018, p. 16-17). 
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own community studies to develop preservation goals and gather citizen concerns.  Most of the 

survey participants identified open space, rural landscapes, and natural spaces as important 

historic resources currently under threat.  This indicates recreation and conservation as a key part 

of preservation in the State.   

 

Guidance for Collinsville  

The administration of preservation programs at the state-level directly influences the 

approach and success of preservation at a local level.  Connecticut’s preservation plan has 

prioritized recreation and tourism as sources of local investment and engagement.  The 

Connecticut SHPO provides comparatively little emphasis on industrial landscapes.  Without 

specific state guidance, industrial landscapes are often evaluated as stand-alone buildings or as 

part of Main Street rehabilitation programs.  Another active approach favors conservation and 

environmental stewardship.  In Collinsville, revitalization projects utilized the Farmington River 

and the riverfront to anchor preservation goals.  The community would be far more receptive to 

the rehabilitation of the Collins Company if its plan further developed the Town’s recreational 

offerings and added to the village’s public space.  As typical throughout the country, the SHPO 

offers support of income-property rehabilitation through grants and tax incentives and has 

limited avenues for public projects.  

Approaches Collinsville’s resource preservation need to respond to the structure of 

preservation in the State and region.  The village lacks a cohesive, governing entity and relies on 

town-level decisions.  While the village receives exuberant local support and investment, these 

projects are small-scale or coupled with other Town initiatives.  Previous conservation and 

recreation projects have excluded historic preservation elements because of incompatibilities and 
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limited funding.  Future projects should strive to combine recreation, conservation, and 

preservation goals; in doing so, form comprehensive guidance for resource management.   

 

Farmington River Studies 

 The Farmington River is a significant part of Collinsville’s history and legacy today.  Its 

form precipitated the establishment of the factory; its water turned the waterwheels that powered 

the trip hammers.  After the close of the Collins Company, the River was redefined by the 

community.  Its revitalization in the decades that followed restored a balanced ecology, invited 

recreational use, opened its banks to the public, and became a landmark to the community.  

Rivers, by their nature, are complex—legally, environmentally, and in their management—and 

the Farmington River is no exception.  In the 21st century, the River as it runs through 

Collinsville became the focus of two projects, Canton’s hydroelectric project and a National 

Wild and Scenic River System designation.  While sharing many goals and expectations for the 

future of the Farmington River, these two projects are incompatible by law.  This circumstance 

forgoes a great opportunity:  the management and utilization by the Collinsville community. 

 

Wild and Scenic River Studies 

 Congress established the National Wild and Scenic River System in 1968.  Wild and 

Scenic Rivers receive permanent protection from federally licensed or assisted projects 

determined to have a direct and adverse effect on the river and its resources.  Besides assistance 

to implement studies and management plans, a designation may provide regional recognition, 

boost local economy through tourism, and attract volunteers and support.  The nature of the 

program’s administration promotes public participation, management cooperation, and active 
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planning.  The System protects over 13,000-miles of rivers across the nation (National Park 

Service, 2011, p. 1; National Park Service, NWSRS website, 2019). 

In 1994, the upper 14-miles of the Farmington River received a “Recreational River” 

designation.  Advocates for the Upper Farmington River designation expressed interest in 

nominating the lower portion of the River, protecting its assets and consolidating a single 

management plan (Figure 6.2).  This initiated the Lower Farmington River and Salmon Brook 

Wild and Scenic Study (See Appendix G).11  At the time of nomination, the Lower Farmington 

and Salmon Brook would be the ninth Wild and Scenic River in the New England region 

(National Park Service, NWSRS website; National Park Service, 2011, p. 1). 

In 2009, the National Park Service completed an extensive resource study and 

Environmental Assessment (EA) for the Lower Farmington River and Salmon Brook tributary 

(National Park Service, 2011).  The project determined the river corridor eligible and suitable for 

a Wild and Scenic River designation in March of that year.  Collaborating locally, a Wild and 

Scenic Management Plan was produced in June 2011.12  The EA for the project was updated in 

November, 2011.  This mandated document included a comprehensive plan for conservation 

actions and management practices. 

 National Wild and Scenic Rivers are assessed for their natural and free-flowing 

conditions and their associated resources.  The Farmington River received Outstanding 

Remarkable Values (ORVs) in the categories of Geology, Water Quality, Biological Diversity, 

Cultural Landscape, and Recreation.  The community-based study investigated the River’s five 

potential ORVs and produced an economic report, an archaeological assessment, a cultural 

                                                            
11 In 2006, President Bush signed the Lower Farmington River and Salmon Brook Wild and Scenic Bill S. 495, 
commencing the study.  In 2008, Connecticut General Assembly passed a bill supporting the Wild and Scenic Rivers 
designation (National Park Service, 2011, p. 64-66).   
12 The founding documents for the designation include a five-year scientifically-based Wild and Scenic Study. 
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landscape study, a biodiversity mapping project, a geological study, a hydrological study, 

Geographic Information Systems studies, and a municipal plan and regulations (National Park 

Service, 2011, p. V, 5-6).13 

 River segments and adjacent lands must support the designation—exhibiting remarkable 

natural, cultural, or recreational resource values.14  As described by the Interagency Wild and 

Scenic Rivers Coordinating Council (IWSRCC), resource values are located in the immediate 

proximity of the designated river, contribute substantially to the river ecosystem, and “owe their 

location or existence to the presence of the river.”  Furthermore, the designation’s ‘free-flowing’ 

requirement prohibits the presence of “impoundment, diversion, straightening, rip-rapping, or 

other modification of the waterway.”  Small incursions—low dams, diversion works or minor 

structures—do not automatically disqualify a segment, however, their presence should not 

encourage or support future development (National Park Service, 2011, p. 12-13).15   

 The cultural landscape of the Lower Farmington River region contains pre- and post-

contact resources, some of which are nationally significant.  Of the National Register Historic 

Districts and Historic Places located within the study area, many indicate the region’s former 

industrial value.  These include the Collinsville Historic District, Ensign Bickford & Co. Fuse 

Factory, Farmington Canal, Simsbury Railroad Depot, Tarriffville Historic District, and Windsor 

River Railroad Bridge.  Nationally significant archaeological resources are prolific throughout 

the study area, providing evidence of continuous human occupation.  Watercourses provided the 

                                                            
13 The management plan, at the outset, established primary initiatives, which included determining existing resource 
protections, setting protection goals, identifying threats, comparing protections with known and possible threats, and 
establishing management priorities (National Park Service, 2011, p. 7).  The management plan is a non-regulatory, 
advisory documented created by the study committee (Rieger, 2011, p. XII).   
14 Adjacent lands pertain to a ¼-mile buffer from the River and other geographic areas as described by the study 
team (National Park Service, 2011, p. 12).  
15 Stated in the Wild and Scenic Rivers Act of 1968:  “The Congress declares that the established national policy of 
dams and other construction at appropriate sections of the rivers of the United States needs to be complemented by a 
policy that would preserve other selected rivers or sections thereof in their free-flowing condition to protect the 
water quality of such rivers and to fulfill other vital national conservation purposes” (NWSRS website, 2019).   
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means of expansion into the landscape for Connecticut colonists, as well.  The Farmington River 

is also historically and culturally significant for its tobacco cultivation (National Park Service, 

2011, p. 23-25).   

 

The Collinsville Segment of the Farmington River 

The proposed designation intended to expand the Upper Farmington River segment, 

which terminated at the New Hartford-Canton border.  Preliminary studies revealed that the 

lower segment could not be accepted as a whole.  The 2011 National Park Service Wild and 

Scenic Study confirmed that segments of the river corridor would not be eligible for the 

designation.  In these places human improvements had diminished the wild, scenic, or 

recreational value.  The 2.9-mile segment that included the Upper and Lower Collinsville Dams 

was found unsuitable for designation because of the actively pending FERC license for 

hydropower generation.  The absence of dams, channelization, and water quality issues is an 

imperative aspect for the designation standard.  Before full inclusion as a National Wild and 

Scenic River, a river must be found eligible and suitable.  Hydroelectric generation is specified 

as a “conflicting river use” (National Park Service, 2011, p. V, 1-2).   

 The Lower Farmington River contains five historic dams.  The Collins Company’s two 

dams—the Upper Collinsville Dam in Collinsville and the Lower Collinsville Dam in Avon and 

Burlington—are owned by the Connecticut Department of Environmental Protection and 

classified as ‘recreational use dams.’  Although the small impoundment areas restrict water flow 

and present barriers to fish passage, the River remains “generally riverine in appearance” (Figure 

6.3).  Rainbow Dam, a 1925 structure located in Windsor along the Lower Farmington River, 

presents a comparable scenario to the dilemma in Collinsville.  The Rainbow Dam hydroelectric 
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facility operates without a FERC license, having been grandfathered in.  A fish ladder was built 

at Rainbow Dam in 1976 in cooperation between the owner, Connecticut Department of 

Environmental Protection, and the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service.  The study determined that the 

4.5-mile segment impacted by Rainbow Dam and its impoundment did not meet free-flowing 

requirements and was therefore excluded in the final designation.  The Collinsville dams, 

however, did not disrupt the River’s free-flowing nature.  If not for the pending reuse of the 

powerplants, the Collinsville river segment was eligible for inclusion (National Park Service, 

2011, p. 14-15).   

 The Lower Farmington River report explained that “some of the best examples of the 

manufacturing that secured Connecticut’s role in the nation’s economic history were located 

along the [River] to harness the river’s energy” (National Park Service, 2011, p. 25).  The 

National Register Historic Districts that intersect the study area represent the birth and 

development of rural industrial and manufacturing heritage of the region.  The Wild and Scenic 

Study specifically mentions the significance of Collinsville; its mill complex, workers’ housing, 

stores, and infrastructure.  The Management Plan identifies a number of threats to the River’s 

cultural landscape, including:  development, road construction, deterioration or removal of 

historically significant structures, disregard to archaeological resources, disappearance of 

stonewalls, loss of views and vistas, cutting of trees, and “loss of economic vibrancy of 

traditional town centers” (Rieger, 2011, p. 54, 58-59).     

 In connection with the Study, a Historic and Cultural Landscape chapter was completed 

by regional historians (Glaser et al., 2009).  In the chapter’s introduction, the authors identify a 

broadened understanding of cultural landscapes, which includes industrial sites, landscapes of 

disadvantaged and low-income populations, and resources related to the ongoing recreational use 
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of the River.  The authors identified the Farmington Canal as one of the most significant cultural 

features within the study area, and a predecessor of the region’s industrial development.  

Collinsville, Tariffville, and Unionville are listed as the “most significant surviving ORVs” 

(Glaser et al., 2009, p. 2, 7, 11).  The chapter describes the industries, however, only as they 

relate to late-19th century industrial architecture.  The Collins Company is mentioned later on.        

 

Management Plan for the Lower Farmington River 

A significant portion of the Plan was devoted to the discussion of recreation.  These 

water-based recreational activities were accessible, prevalent, and supported the River’s other 

ORVs.  The study area intersected six State of Connecticut-recognized greenways, most notably 

the Farmington Canal Heritage Trail and the Farmington River Trail (National Park Service, 

2011, p. 28).  It noted that Collinsville offers some of the most coveted river-based recreational 

offerings in the region, including tubing, kayaking, canoeing, fly-fishing, swimming, and 

riverfront access. 

 The Plan also discussed management and administration strategies.  It analyzed existing 

local regulations; as example, Collinsville is in the Farmington River Protection Overlay District, 

which provides stormwater management techniques for commercial and industrial development.  

The Plan determined that 27% of the land within the ¼-mile buffer of the River is protected by 

land trust, state, or town ownership (National Park Service, 2011, p. 32-34).   

 The Lower Farmington River and Salmon Brook Management Plan was endorsed by the 

state, local collaborators, and management partners.  It relied on the creation or local level 

programs and legislation to protect the ORVs.  In Canton, the Planning Commission, 

Conservation Commission, and Inland Wetlands and Watercourses Agency endorsed the  
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Management Plan.  Other local endorsements came from the Canton Historical Society, Inc., 

Canton Land Conservation Trust, Inc., and Town of Canton Collinsville Historic District 

Commission (National Park Service, 2011, p. 37-40).   

 The Management Plan offered a comparison of alternatives, noting the possible inclusion 

of the Collinsville segment.  When the Company closed in 1966, the Collinsville dams lost their 

license to generate hydroelectric power.  A license to reinstate electrical generation expired in 

2007 when the municipal project fell through.  Interest in developing hydropower facilities and 

the dams’ historic significance make their removal extremely unlikely.  For that reason, the 

National Park Service determined the Collinsville segment of the river “currently unsuitable for 

designation.”16  As identified in the National Park Service’s National Environmental Protection 

Act documents, the preferable alternative “causes the least damage to the biological and physical 

environment and best protects, preserves, and enhances historical, cultural, and natural 

resources” (National Park Service, 2011, p. 41, 53).   

 A letter written by Paul Therrien, President of the Canton Historical Society, Inc., to the 

study committee expressed the Society’s support of a Wild and Scenic River designation.  He 

describes the Farmington River as retaining “historical importance as a source of power for the 

factories such as the Collins Axe Factory that operated along its banks.”  Therrien mentioned the 

unspoiled riverfront and the abundance of recreational opportunities as an important part of the 

village’s historic context.  Regardless of Collinsville’s contributing Outstanding Remarkable 

Values and its community’s support, its segment of the Farmington River was excluded in the 

final designation nomination (National Park Service, 2011, p. 103).  

                                                            
16 The excluded segment begins 1.6 miles upstream from the Collinsville Upper dam and ends 0.2 miles downstream 
from the Lower dam.  Ongoing interest in renewing hydroelectric generation in Collinsville, supported by the Town 
and the State, renders the segment ineligible in the foreseeable future.  Its inclusion could be reconsidered if these 
ongoing projects are abandoned.  The Collinsville section is eligible but not currently suitable (National Park 
Service, 2011, p. 41).  
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Designation of the Lower Farmington River and Salmon Brook 

 In February 2019, the U.S. House of Representatives passed a natural resources bill that 

contained the designation of the Lower Farmington River and Salmon Brook as a National Wild 

and Scenic River.  The Conservation, Management, and Recreation Act, signed into law on 

March 12, 2019, officially designated the River.  The designation excluded the segment that 

flows through Collinsville.  Although this segment contains remarkable natural and cultural 

resources, the dams’ pending use as hydroelectric facilities disqualified the segment from the 

designation (Healey, 2019; “Conservation, Management, and Recreation Act,” 2019).    

The designation makes available to the River’s management organization annual federal 

funding up to $100,000 for educational and conservation programs, river projects, ecological 

restoration, and acquisition of land parcels with river frontage.  The Lower Farmington River and 

Salmon Brook Wild and Scenic Committee oversee its management.  The Committee may enter 

into cooperative agreements with other organizations, the State, and adjacent towns.  Because the 

Collinsville segment was excluded, Canton is not one of the adjacent towns (Healey, 2019; 

“Conservation, Management, and Recreation Act,” 2019).17   

Whereas the Collins Company had once controlled the flow and management of nearly 

the entire Farmington River, Collinsville has only partial influence on the River’s management.  

A Wild and Scenic designation permits the application of zoning ordinances in adjacent towns, 

which provides additional floodplains, wetlands, and watercourses protection.  It also provides 

protection from federal condemnation and limits the manner of federal acquisition of adjacent 

lands.  Canton, however, is excluded from the Lower Farmington River and Salmon Brook 

jurisdiction.  Although, Canton residents will presumably be able to weigh in on actions and 

                                                            
17 The adjacent towns are Avon, Bloomfield, Burlington, East Granby, Farmington, Granby, Hartland, Simsbury, 
and Windsor.   
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planning by the Committee, this does not predicate legal protections on the Collinsville segment 

(“Conservation, Management, and Recreation Act,” 2019). 

 

Connecticut’s Industrial Landscapes: The ‘Making Places’ Initiative 

 The most cohesive effort to examine the State’s industrial landscapes began in the late-

1970s with Matthew Roth’s survey of the Connecticut’s mills and factories.  The inventory 

resurfaced nearly 30 years later when the Connecticut Trust for Historic Preservation used it as a 

basis for its ‘Making Places’ program.  The program’s revised survey and database strove to 

brand an association between Connecticut and mill revival.  Although it received praise, Making 

Places has limitations.  Its website and many of the State’s rehabilitation programs cater to 

private developers and investors.  It does not outline steps that municipalities or organizations 

can take to reinvest in their historic industrial resources.  

 In 1978, the Connecticut Historical Commission initiated a survey of the State’s historic 

engineering and industrial sites.  The Society for Industrial Archeology assumed administration 

of the survey in 1980 with support from the Smithsonian Institution.  It funded archaeologist and 

historian Matthew Roth’s 1981 book, Connecticut:  An Inventory of Historic Engineering and 

Industrial Sites.  The scope of the survey used the Rhode Island:  An Inventory of Historic 

Engineering and Industrial Sites as a guide.  The historic resources included in the study were 

selected based upon their national prominence; importance in business, labor, or technological 

history; their representation of a particular engineering form; representation of a significant 

system, sector of work, or unusual practice; their scale; or their association with famous 

architects or engineers (Roth, 1981, p. X).   
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 This survey provided an indispensable and comprehensive resource for preservation, 

underutilized during the era of its publication.  Roth not only described the State’s existing 

industrial sites, he offered a chronological history of Connecticut’s manufacturing in relation to 

interdependent urban and rural development.  His inventory of sites, although seemingly 

extensive, omits dozens of early industries.  Nevertheless, the publication posed the question to 

Connecticut’s land-hungry developers and municipal governments:  those decaying and stagnant 

factories, what will they be worth tomorrow?          

 It took over 30 years for Roth’s efforts to be utilized and applied.  The Connecticut Trust 

for Historic Preservation initiated a statewide survey of historic industrial resources in 2013, 

using Roth’s 1981 publication as a guide and starting point.  The inventory of the State’s mills 

occurred across a period of three years, from 2013 to 2016.  Since then, the Trust has developed 

preservation resources, an online database, and funding opportunities for Making Places.  The 

Trust intended the online database to serve as “both a historic resource and an economic 

development tool” (Connecticut Trust for Historic Preservation, 2019; Condon, 2016; Tribert, 

2016, p. 85-87).18   

In 2014, the Connecticut Trust published an article about ‘Making Places’ and a growing 

interest for languishing industrial relics.  The State’s historic mills, composing hundreds of 

thousands of square feet, are potential economic and cultural goldmines.  The landscapes of mill 

villages—their “enclosure, human scale, transparency, complexity, coherence, legibility, and 

linkage”—are increasingly relevant to the demands of modern society.  Historic industrial 

                                                            
18 Connecticut Trust’s project director Wes Haynes initiated Making Places in 2013 to “stimulate the preservation 
and redevelopment of historic industrial buildings” (Tribert, 2016, p. 85).  The Connecticut SHPO funded the 
project with a Survey and Planning Grant through the State’s Community Investment Act, which was enacted in 
2005.  The project identified about 1,400 historic (pre-1965) industrial buildings, 200 of which were already listed 
on the State or National Register of Historic Places.  The sites were distributed across 123 of the State’s 169 towns 
(Condon, 2016; Tribert, 2016, p. 86).     
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buildings are inherently tied to their position in the landscape, but are adaptable in their use and 

function.  While the Trust recognized that unresolved site problems, zoning issues, lack of 

financing, and environmental issues present barriers for rehabilitation, the article stated that 

“most damaging of all is the lack of community vision and support for investment in places that 

many see as merely eyesores” (N.A., 2014, p. 4).  The report corroborated the influence of 

Connecticut’s industries: 

In Collinsville, for example, the Collins Axe Company exercised total control 
over its company village, where it planned and constructed housing and 
commercial and civic buildings and also dictated how they should be used.  Its 
goal was not only to provide places for its employees to live, but also to create a 
structured environment that allowed them to achieve maximum production. 

This excerpt emphasizes industrial heritage of the village, but speaks little of the cultural 

landscape (N.A., 2014, p. 5-6).  

In the article’s closing, it discusses the second phase of Making Places:  planning for 

redevelopment and reinvestment.  The Connecticut Trust planned to create an educational 

program, which would provide an outline for developers, public officials, and community groups 

interested in reusing industrial buildings.  This would be coupled with small grants available 

through the Connecticut Trust for “strategic planning and pre-development” (N.A., 2014, p. 6).   

The Collinsville Historic District was listed in the Making Places inventory during its 

first release.19  The Making Places website has been slowly populated with individual mill 

listings that contain title images, Google Maps aerials, and attached documentation.  Resource 

pages, namely “Resources for Mill Owners and Developers” and “Mills on the State & National 

Register,” provide information aimed to facilitate the rehabilitation of these factories.  

Inherently, the resources apply more to the private developer than a municipal government.  

                                                            
19 Collinsville Historic District is listed on “Making Places” website as associated with the Collins Co. complex 
(ConnecticutMills.org).   
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Seldom found are guidelines and initiatives aimed at involving towns in the management, 

rehabilitation, and preservation of their industrial landscapes. 

 The Connecticut Trust’s Making Places project held promise to reinvigorate the value 

and future of the state’s ailing factories and mills.  Thus far, its work has produced a detailed but 

in no way extensive inventory and an index of resources for private developers.  In the field of 

preservation, money does speak loudest, but the legacy of industrial places should not be 

divorced from the village they reside in or their communities.   

 

Village Homes and Cottages:  Secondary Industrial Places 

 Considerable attention is often given to prominent factory or mill buildings, leaving 

auxiliary structures and sites without or with little mention.  Studies frequently omit company-

built housing, and if it is included, the remarks are brash, materialistic, and overly-critical of 

accrued adaptations.  Most studies of these industrial-residential structures rarely scratch the 

surface of the underlying social and cultural landscape. 

 The survival of Collinsville’s mill housing is partly due to the Company’s continued 

ownership until the 1960s.  Its preservation since then, however, has left a lot to chance.  The 

local Collinsville Historic District excludes many of the Collins Company duplexes (Figure 6.4).  

Consecutive owners have adapted their dwellings to meet their needs, contemporary 

conveniences, and maintenance requirements.  Homes evolve with the change of inhabitants, 

with the introduction of new appliances and technology, and the highs and lows of the economic 

climate.  This layering of culture is what characterizes these vernacular structures, making it 

difficult to determine an ideal preservation regime.  In studying the housing of historic mill 
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villages, one gathers a sense of place not from the protection of architectural details, but from 

their continual, compatible use and the people who live in them. 

 

Collins Company Duplexes 

 In Collinsville, the dozens of Collins Company duplexes have experienced nearly two 

centuries of development.  The Collinsville Historic District Study Committee recognized and 

described the character of the duplexes in the first proposed local district.  After describing the 

duplexes’ construction, form, and placement in the village, as is typical in historic structure 

reports, the Committee mentioned the variation one finds in each dwelling as a result of 

generations of use.20   Perhaps what the Committee intended to communicate is that although 

these buildings are historic and that they are just as much homes as any other.  The most 

pronounced surviving feature in these vernacular buildings is not tied to a particular inhabitant or 

era.  It is their adaptability, raw functionality, and an ephemeral aura that sheds any assertion of 

antiquity (Collinsville Historic District Study Committee, 1977, p. 40; Jackson, 1986, p. 154).  

 As outlined previously, the National Register historic district and the local historic 

district are not duplicates.  They present two different stories of significance.  The national-level 

district attempts to include the entire village as it existed in the late-19th century into the early-

20th century.  The west side of the river, the factory, the duplexes, and riverfront businesses were 

contained within its boundary.  Due to citizen opposition, the local district was whittled down to 

little more than the village’s high-style dwellings and Main Street.  This lends no protection to 

the factory, most of the early-19th century duplexes, the riverfront, or the west side of the river.  

                                                            
20 Specifically, the document remarks that “one would be amazed at the comfort and quality of these homes.  Such 
instances of small investments growing to such proportions are staggering, one doubts if he travelled the country 
over he would find just this type of dwelling, built and maintained as early as these and still in such excellent 
conditions” (Collinsville Historic District Study Committee, 1977, p. 40). 
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Both districts exclude the Company’s residential development in the north section of 

Collinsville, namely Hill Street.   

 

Ethnographic Landscapes  

 Andrew Molloy and Tom Urbaniak, both professors of political and social studies at 

Cape Breton University in Nova Scotia, edited a collection of essays in Company Houses, 

Company Towns:  Heritage and Conservation, which investigated the living legacy of various 

industrial and post-industrial towns.  The study of company houses “demonstrated that it is 

important to examine both tangible and intangible culture in order to understand the personality 

of distinctive places” (Molloy & Urbaniak, 2016, p. 8).  Molloy and Urbaniak dissected and 

divided place-based heritage into two components:  physical and transient.  Discussions, 

therefore, must address the way in which landscapes interact with the growth and development 

of community character.21  This character—expressed in values, behaviors, and politics—

reverberates its founding intentions and values (Molloy & Urbaniak, 2016, p. 3).   

 Historian Kingston Heath studied a similar pattern in New Bedford, Massachusetts, 

which also experienced deindustrialization.  He identified a “symbiotic link between mill and 

mill housing” that disintegrated when the industry left but left behind social and cultural residues 

(Heath, 2001, p. 4).  In New Bedford’s landscape, the use-segregated landscape produced 

geographic descriptors and hierarchical arrangements incomprehensible to post-industrial 

society.  Abandoned factories, in their various stages of decay, bespoke a heritage “locked in the 

memories, emotions, and experience of its citizenry.”  With each passing generation, a 

                                                            
21 Molloy and Urbaniak suggest that “heritage status and recognition can affect quality of life and community 
survival” (Molloy & Urbaniak, 2016, p. 2). 
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landscape’s meaning evolves;  from toilsome and bleak, to patriotic, to endearing, to stagnant 

and so on with the changing cultural baggage of each inhabitant (Heath, 2001, p. 5, 47).    

 Spaces of habitation retain a particular potent cultural essence; and this is no different in 

Collinsville.  An architectural survey cannot properly document the landscape of secondary 

industrial places—the homes, the tenements, and the duplexes.  As Molloy, Urbaniak, and Heath 

discussed, industrial landscapes extend beyond the factory compounds to the places workers’ 

slept, ate, prayed, and played.  This presents a challenge to preservationists, who must strike a 

balance between protecting the physical resource without preventing its future functionality.  

Collinsville’s housing needs to be studied.  This study should go beyond a parcel-by-parcel 

architectural survey and, instead, delve into the village’s ethnographic history.   

 

Experiencing Collinsville: Character, Legacies, and Culture 

 What visitors find most striking about Collinsville is its apparent intactness.  Wandering 

through the village, visitors interact with pieces of history:  the workers’ housing, the main 

commercial street, the factory, the dam that provided power, and the remnants of the railroad.  

Collinsville is “unusual among towns in [northwest Connecticut] in that it retains nearly all of 

the houses and commercial buildings of the nineteenth-century industrial village,” not just a 

factory.  The apparent architectural and sequential completeness of Collinsville owes its 

legibility to the awe-inspiring landscape (Gordon & Raber, 2000, p. 117).  

Collinsville contrasts with the ‘bottled in amber’ quality sought by early preservationists.  

David Leff remarked that the village’s entire landscape—buildings, infrastructure, natural 

resources, and spaces in between—serves as a barometer of change.  Real, deep change “has 

more to do with culture and lifestyles than the more obvious fashions of building construction” 
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(Leff, 2014, p. A13).  To the outsider, historic landscapes provide a place where the visitor can 

interpret and attach value.  The creation of heritage involves a discontinuance from the past, 

thereby finding the present as ‘historic.’  Those who reside in a place attach commemorative 

overtones to features in the landscape.  Commemoration only occurs when they experience a 

sense of distance from their heritage.  Fragmentation of the landscape, often initiated by the 

influx of newcomers, can escalate a sense of urgency to preserve the past. 

 

Undiscovered Collinsville 

 Local author David Leff synthesized The Last Undiscovered Place from his experience as 

a resident and as a participant in the community of Collinsville from the 1980s through the 

present.22  He raised his family in a house on The Green, where his neighbors were former 

Collins Company employees and shared with Leff the not-so-distant past.  In a way, Leff serves 

as a vital link from the Collins Company-era to the Collinsville of today (Leff, 2004). 

In both his books and his blog, he shared particularly poignant memories about his early 

neighbors, which he describes as ‘essential’ Collinsville residents.  He recalled conversations he 

had with Vern Eads, a “self-styled mortician of industry” and the person tasked with dismantling 

the business assets of the Collins Company after its closure (Leff, 2017).  Eads told Leff about 

John Meconkey (1901-1978), the Collins Company purchasing agent who he referred to as “Mr. 

Canton.”  Meconkey embodied Collinsville.  He arrived in the village as a young boy, rose 

through the ranks of the Company, threw himself into local politics, and served the Company 

through its demise.  In addition to his Company duties, Meconkey served as deacon of the 

                                                            
22 I met with David over coffee at LaSalle Market on Main Street in Collinsville on a cold January day.  In 
discussing The Last Undiscovered Place and how he came to write it, Leff described it as a synthesis of personal 
experiences worthy of recording.  When I mentioned my recent review of Ron Powers’  Far From Home, David said 
that he took a lot of inspiration from Powers’ work.  Small town characters and local lore can get lost and muddled; 
he felt it important to retell his experiences.   
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Collinsville Congregational Church, town auditor, and headed the Community Development 

Action Plan committee that advocated for the revitalization of Collinsville.  That goes to say, 

Meconkey remained a committed member of the community, even after the closure of the 

Collins Company (Leff, 2017; Leff, 2019).   

Leff’s conversations with Collinsville’s long-time residents led him to realize how the 

closure of the Company shocked the entire village.  Some residents felt anger and 

disempowerment, while other recognized the loss of industry as a sign of the time.  Change and 

perseverance was not new to Collinsville.  Over its long history, the village faced the influx of 

diverse populations, highs and lows of the economy, and catastrophic natural disasters (Leff, 

2019).  While citizens were outspoken about their feelings associated with the Company’s 

closure, so many voices were never heard.  

 Leff continues his  involvement with the Collinsville Historic District Committee, which 

he chaired during the formation of the District, and also serves in other town positions.  As 

Canton’s first elected Town Historian, Leff maintains and contributes to a local history project 

called “Your Silent Neighbors,” a blog of biographies of past Canton residents.  As Leff 

describes, whether a person grew up in the village or wandered there later in life, they found a 

unique place and a landscape containing stories of many legacies (Leff, 2019). 

 The Last Undiscovered Place presents a challenge to the conventional definition of 

‘historic.’  His book interweaves the village’s history, his own memories, and a well-read list of 

cultural geographers and writers—John Stilgoe, J.B. Jackson, Ron Powers, etc. (Leff, 2004; Leff 

2019).  If what is most remarkable about Collinsville is its authenticity and functionality, would 

a greater emphasis on preservation threaten the value of its use in the future?  Drastic 

redevelopment could be just as destructive to the village’s landscape as restoring a bygone era.  
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Collinsville’s preservation cannot be pinned down to a single movement or event.  The void left 

by the Collins Company was filled by environmentalists, suburbanites, historians, business 

owners, nostalgic citizens, weekend warriors, and the Town of Canton, each ascribing a new 

purpose to the resources previously harnessed for the manufacture of machetes and axes.  

Despite its preservation thus far, Collinsville’s cultural landscape lacks adequate legal protection 

and a cultural resource management plan. 

 

Collinsville’s Heritage 

 Carole Paine discussed Collinsville’s prevailing character in the 1976 National Register 

nomination, relating its significance foremost to the intactness of contributing buildings.  She 

commented on how Collinsville’s architecture diverges from the more “sophisticated 

interpretations” and offers “provincial interpretations.”  That prevailing character was linked to 

the omnipresent influence of the Collins Company on the village landscape.  It is difficult to 

identify all the non-tangible influences that inevitably shaped Collinsville’s landscape.  Paine 

commented that, “indirectly, the Collins Company controlled political and governmental 

activities in Collinsville”  and that the workers identified their own needs with those of the 

Collins Company, especially during times of prosperity (Paine, 1976).    

  As stated in the first proposed local historic district ordinance, the Town sought to 

“preserve and protect historic values, and…an unspoiled example of an early one company mill 

town…and Places of historic character” (Collinsville Historic District Study Committee, 1977, p. 

39).  Most preservation projects in Collinsville to date, however, rarely extend beyond parcel 

boundaries.  The most cohesive efforts have been the Main Street revitalization project and the 

improvements for recreation along the River.  In order to promote investment in the village’s 
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landscape and culture, the community first needs to address what their values are.  Functionality, 

diversity, and adaptability are qualities innately connected to the significance of Collinsville’s 

cultural resources.  However, it is difficult to protect values that have not been defined.  

 

Character and Commemoration in a Changing Social Landscape 

 The essayists in Molloy and Urbaniak’s used their backgrounds in cultural geography to 

discuss the political and economic drivers of rehabilitation and redevelopment of post-industrial 

places.23  Reuse, they argue, is a question of regional economic development and a 

municipality’s initiative to pursue a “new economic vocation.”  Town governments tend to prefer 

to remain in control of development, especially in village centers.  They may choose to halt 

redevelopment that threatens their industrial heritage, instead of investing in collaborative 

revitalization (Molloy & Urbaniak, 2016, p. 245-246).   

 Lucie Morisset and Jessica Mace undressed the fallacy often ascribed to heritage places 

in Company Houses, Company Towns: Heritage and Conservation.  They discussed the 

interchangeable use of “commemorative value” and “rememoration value” in the field of historic 

preservation.  They argue that without first-hand experience of the past all heritage is a 

contemporary manifestation.  Historic resources’ significance in history is rather a declaration of 

each specific history’s value in the present era.  They used Quebec City as an example, 

explaining that “heritage making is a manifestation of the model city and what went into it 

during its formation” (Molloy & Urbaniak, 2016, p. 122).24   

                                                            
23 They specially mention J.B. Jackson and Donald Meinig (Molloy & Urbaniak, 2016, p. 8).   
24 Joseph Wood offers a good description of the cultural implications of ‘rememoration:’  "Cultural hegemony and 
critical inheritance occur in which the modern world, consciously or not, invents its pasts in its own image – as 
nineteenth century villagers did quite literally and as contemporary suburban developers do now, undertaking 
historical reconstitution of a geographical image of the past as a culturally meaningful entity for shaping 
contemporary forms of community….Finding a place for tradition in landscapes and landscape in traditions is the 
work of cultural geographers for years to come”  (Wood, 1997, p. 8). 
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 Landscapes offer a dramatic discontinuity of the history that intrigues the visitor.  They 

are compounded stories, suggesting not just the answers, but the questions first posed to the 

place’s creators.  To accumulate historic significance there must be an “interval of neglect” or 

disconnection between the past and the perceiver (Jackson, 1980, p. 101-102).  Someone who 

used or inhabited a place during a former era would not value it as a historic resource, because it 

represents a real and tangible cultural occupancy.  Nostalgia is real for the historic inhabitants 

and only crudely replicated in recollection thereafter.   

The preservation or reconstruction of historic landscapes allows someone unfamiliar with 

the past to gather its significance through observation and experience, a secondary type of 

nostalgia.  Preservation has become a means of promoting tourism and sentimentalizing over 

parts of the past.  Originating from society’s increase in consumption, leisure, and popular 

culture, tourism serves as an indispensable source of knowledge and education.  People find 

intellectual value in the landscapes they dwell within and interact with (Jackson, 1980, p. 3-4, 

101).   

 

An Interdisciplinary Approach to Heritage and Fragmentation 

Within the field of landscape architecture there is a tendency to combine the science of 

other fields—urban planning, biology, geology, technology, sociology, etc.—with popular 

design applications.  In doing so, there is a risk of misrepresentation and false assumptions.25  On 

the contrary, new uses and perspectives on old science can reap applicable approaches to 

contemporary issues.  Landscape architect Pat Taylor describes one such concept, 

“fragmentation,” that has been adopted by the field of landscape architecture from the 

                                                            
25 This is not to discount the work of landscape architects in various fields.  A landscape architect who works in the 
field of preservation is not, inherently, a historian.  Someone’s training, project experience, approaches to work, and 
position in a team contributes to their perspective. 
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biosciences.  Taylor urges its use in landscape architecture to remain grounded in science, as not 

to misuse it.  Furthermore, the concept of fragmentation is similarly relevant to historic 

preservation (Taylor, 2002, p. 93).  

Fragmentation first appeared as a topic in American biosciences and resource 

management in the 1990s.  The urbanization of rural land led to an investigation into the 

fragmentation of flora and fauna.  The application of this principle in other fields should remain 

rooted in its initial definitions and procedures.26  Fragmentation requires reconsideration about 

what is natural and what is human.  Western society has a hard time separating this duality (i.e. 

nature is good, man-made is bad).  As Taylor explained, “fragmentation, when merged with 

respect for cultural use of the resource base, can be seen in an entirely different light.  It can 

mean that human beings do indeed fragment the land—both rural and urban land—and that in 

doing so they simply are exercising adaptation, just like other species do when evolutionary 

forces spur them to do so” (Taylor, 2002, p. 94-96).   

Preservationists confront the cultural and physical fragmentation of historic resources in 

nearly every situation.  The adoption of ‘fragmentation’ by other fields has yet to define a 

manner of measurement.  How is the fragmentation of cultural resources measured, especially 

when they dwell in both the physical and intangible realms?  Cultural landscapes can begin to be 

analyzed by reconstructing the layered uses that have occurred on the land—a contextual 

reconstruction (Taylor, 2002, p. 96-97).  Although Taylor commended a positivistic use of 

fragmentation studies, he avoided any discussion about its usefulness with cultural landscapes.  

This is a question that cross-pollinates with gentrification.  Just as suburbanization fragments 

rural and natural resources, newcomers assert their cultural beliefs into the social landscape.  

                                                            
26 Taylor used “cultural landscapes” as an example of a “good science” that maintains intended application (Taylor, 
2002, p. 94). 
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Small towns, like Canton, present a study of such phenomenon:  a view into how the citizens’ 

historical narrative changes with the influx of a suburban population and in what ways that 

challenges a community’s cultural landscape values. 

The discussion on fragmentation circles back to Jackson and the ‘necessity for ruins.’27  

The nature of landscapes—constantly evolving and restoring—confronts the traditional 

preservation ideology:  the fixed curation of a past.  As heritage studies move beyond 

consumable, artifact-based interpretation to emotional, experiential environment-based 

interpretation, cultural landscapes will become increasingly applicable.  Fragmentation may be 

an approach to representing divergent contexts when working with multi-layered histories.      

 

What do you do with an old factory? 

It is the question that underlies nearly every Town meeting, enters the minds of visitors, 

and causes potential developers to pause as they pass through Collinsville.  The prospect of 

rehabilitation looms over many villages in the State.  Connecticut has hundreds of vacant factory 

buildings, usually dating bac to the late-19th century and with a well-weathered for-sale signs 

flanking their façades.  Although these mills have garnered renewed interest in recent years, 

many remain underutilized.  For over 50 years, Collinsville residents have waited for the revival 

of their factory.  Despite their emotional and cultural investment, they have little power or say 

over the factory’s future.   

 

                                                            
27 “Ruins provide the incentive for restoration, and for a return to origins….There has to be…an interim of death or 
rejection before there can be renewal and reform.  The old order has to die before there can be a born-again 
landscape” (Jackson, 1980, p. 102).   
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Rehabilitation of Connecticut’s Mills and Factories 

Connecticut journalist Tom Condon published an article in 2016 casting a critical eye on 

the growing number of rehabilitations and village revitalization projects.  Successes, like the 

conversion of Rockville’s mills into elegant commercial spaces and sought-after apartments, 

transformed structures once considered eyesores.  This project and others, Condon explained, 

compete for funding from the state’s Historic Rehabilitation Tax Credit program.  Often the 

demand surpassed the program’s funding and without it many projects cannot leave the ground 

(Condon, 2016).   

Deindustrialization left Connecticut’s towns littered with vacant factories.  While many 

have been reused or demolished, most have sat empty for decades.  There were a few notable 

mill rehabilitation achievements in the 1980s, such as Bigelow-Sanford in Enfield and Cheney 

Bros. in Manchester.  More recently, mill villages have become attractive places for people to 

live by providing walkable downtowns, access to waterways, and transit connections.  Their 

rehabilitation, however, presents many challenges that may dissuade potential investors.  This 

includes environmental remediation requirements, building and fire code issues, and the scale of 

these projects.  In his article, Condon specifically mentioned the Collins Company factory.  

However, its history of failed rehabilitation that left it “languishing after years of effort”  is not 

unusual.  Condon stressed—now, more than ever—an urgency to rehabilitate the state’s historic 

industrial sites before they progress beyond repair (Condon, 2016). 

Connecticut’s historic rehabilitation tax credit program, which began in 2007, 

immediately attracted potential investors interested in rehabilitating factories.  Condon reported 

that in the previous two years, the program granted tax credits to 17 projects.28  Mill 

rehabilitation projects can also take advantage of grants targeting environmental remediation and 
                                                            
28 Condon reported this in 2016. 
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affordable housing.  Connecticut policymakers have released additional funding sources for mill 

restoration and recently allowed State funding for sites within floodplains (Condon, 2016).     

 Condon described a challenge situation facing many mixed-use mill (MUM) 

rehabilitation projects.  Rehabilitation projects of smaller structures that do not have a housing 

component often fail to capture adequate financial resources.  Typically owned locally, their 

owners find themselves unable to afford extensive over-haul projects and choose to develop their 

property incrementally.  This choice may disqualify them from most tax credit and loan options.  

Nevertheless, towns often favor MUMs, because they provide more jobs and affordable space for 

industries and businesses.  Most funding sources available for mill rehabilitation cater to 

residential redevelopment, whereas many municipalities would like to see commercial and 

industrial use (Condon, 2016). 

 

The Collins Company Factory 

 By the late 20th century, Connecticut’s vacant factories were entering a new phase; they 

were assets to the cultural landscape rather than impediments.  The Hartford Courant ran an 

article on Nancy O. Albert’s exhibition at the Connecticut Historical Society in Hartford.  The 

Middletown photographer’s images of massive industrial complexes in various states of decay 

and abandonment relayed a sense of hopelessness.  This sentiment, more often than not, also 

plagued the communities surrounding these sites.  The exhibition projected a poignant 

undertone:  the restoration of a factory is a second chance for an entire community and renews an 

appreciation for their heritage (Lacy, 1990, p. B1).   

Collinsville diverges from this common progression.  To the Canton community, the 

unyielding prospect of the factory’s restoration turned the citizens numb to the excitement of 
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change.  Over the past fifteen years, Tilney has reportedly received numerous reasonable offers.  

His inaction, however, has been a source of frustration within the community.  As a Hartford 

Courant article put it:  

“If this weren’t Canton’s most important historic site and biggest potential 
economic gain or loss, no one would care how long its owner waited for the right 
development offer.  But Tilney is the steward of an unparalleled piece of Canton’s 
(even the nation’s) past and future, and that carries an added responsibility” 
(Latus, 2005).   

Tilney’s position remains complicated.  He is heavily invested in a potential goldmine, but 

without action, he will lose the community’s support.  Some people blame the stalled 

rehabilitation on the Town.  They argue the need to use a harder hand to get the project moving.  

Canton’s leadership is split on the type of involvement they can offer—many believe it is 

“strictly a private matter” but others disagree (Latus, 2005).  Without legal jurisdiction and 

guidance over the Collins Company factory, the Town has focused on other ways to preserve the 

village’s legacy.   

Collinsville’s resources—its diverse housing stock, the Farmington River, Main Street 

and the Green, the riverfront and trail system, and its setting—have survived despite the factory’s 

continued decline.  It appears that the community fears an inauthentic change to the Collins 

Company factory over its ruin and loss.  By ascribing new uses and meanings to the village’s 

cultural resources, a distinct community character has survived. 

 

The Role of Tourism 

There is a growing business in rehabilitating historic structures and capitalizing off the 

promotion of heritage tourism.  Twenty-first century preservation projects are “economically 

pragmatic” and are executed in a business-like manner (Tomlan, 2015, p. 141).  Their feasibility 
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is measured by their financial return.  Many preservation projects rely on the use of state and 

federal assistance grants and tax breaks, in addition to the inherent sustainability in reusing 

historic structures and the significance of these places.   

 The rehabilitation of historic industrial sites correlates with the economic and 

developmental pressures of the region.  The prevalence of preservation-based projects indicates 

local perception on preservation, interests of individual investors; and population pressures.  

Projects involving historic resources interact with macro and micro influences in a place’s social, 

cultural, demographic, economic, industrial (including agricultural), and political character 

(Tomlan, 2015, p. 141).   

 Heritage tourism is an increasingly viable and attractive option for regions struck by 

deindustrialization.29  Although tourism promises to revitalize local economies and attract 

property investment, it is not without latent repercussions.  These impacts are environmental, 

economic, social, and physical.  Physically, an influx of visitors puts additional pressure on 

infrastructure, transportation facilities, public amenities, businesses, and open spaces (Tomlan, 

2015, p. 296).  As a result, the municipality may cater their actions overwhelmingly to the 

visitor, instead of the long-term resident.   

 Tourism in Collinsville does not need to attract international visitors to be economically 

viable.  More and more travelers choose destinations closer to home and stay for shorter 

intervals.  This trend favors heritage tourism, which can offer a collection of historic destinations 

over a small geographic area.  The suburban locations of small factory villages retain a balance 

of natural resources, historic resources, and a proximity to population centers.  Typically thought 

                                                            
29 Tomlan identifies the formation of tourism as a “heritage industry” in England, which experienced a rapid 
deindustrialization of cities in the 1970s.  Arthur Frommer, revered travel expert, once noted that an increasing 
number of people flock to historic sites and have come to appreciate the “cultural achievement of the past” (Tomlan, 
2015, p. 162, 296).  
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to attract mostly local visitors and weekend warriors, the recent revolution in home-share 

accommodations and recreation-based travel made suburban and rural destinations more 

accessible (Listokin et al., 1998, p. 451-453). 

 Many municipalities do not recognize the didactic and social influence of tourism.  

Historic places embody different values depending on how they are managed and used.  Just as 

factories close and their technology becomes obsolete, their resources can once again become 

valuable.  Even the rumor of heritage development can cause land values to skyrocket, attract 

investors, and disenfranchise the local community (Tomlan, 2015, p. 295).  In small towns, 

large-scale redevelopment can be daunting and often met with apprehension.  Town-managed, 

historic preservation and Main Street projects approach revitalization from bottom-up and 

integrate them into the civil structure.  They strive to form underlying cultural values into 

economically valid investments.  When successful, these projects focus on identifying unique 

physical and social identities without imposing alternative narratives.  Large-scale, private 

development has a reputation of homogenizing heritage landscapes to match economic markets 

(Listokin et al., 1998, p. 455).30   

Revitalization can have adverse impacts on the community.  Increasing land values can 

force low-income households and small business owners out.31  Often, the businesses able to 

withstand a drastic shift in their economic environment are fortified by outside investors, 

national corporations, or tax breaks.  Gentrification occurs when the existing or former 

population is replaced by newcomers who often have large incomes, fall in the political majority, 

and have greater social mobility (Listokin et al., 1998, p. 440, 464).  At this time, redevelopment 

                                                            
30 These exploited places are described as trivialized, “Disneyfied, and portraying a diluted history (Listokin et al., 
1998, p. 460).   
31 Property values may be the most easily studied and quantified indicator of this effect.  
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in Collinsville is a question of finding an outside investor.  The scale of the Collins Company 

factory parcel decreases the likelihood of find investors within the immediate community. 

 Collinsville’s struggle to forge a new identity—from factory village to suburban 

enclave—took decades.  Other industrial centers, such as Lowell, had smoother transitions.32  

Due to the public’s apprehension, the Town of Canton failed to mobilize redevelopment plans.  

Especially with town-meeting style government, “power relationships often play a decisive role” 

in the recognition, implementation, and development of preservation projects (Tomlan, 2015, p. 

357).  The revitalization and redevelopment of Collinsville has never been addressed separate 

from its implications on the rest of the Town.  Likewise, preservation projects have proven 

tedious and complicated because of the influx of outside voices.   

 

Conclusion 

  Collinsville’s cultural landscapes would benefit from evaluation and documentation.  

This would allow them to be identified in revitalization and rehabilitation projects.  Cultural 

landscapes are inherently complicated because they contain tangible and intangible components 

that evolve over time.  As described by J.B. Jackson and Kingston Heath, the way in which 

landscapes are evaluated has changed from functional to transactional.  This change is apparent 

in historic preservation initiatives and their administration at a statewide level.  Connecticut has 

been slow to initiate a cultural landscape program.  As a result, the projects involving significant 

landscapes are often administrated as recreation and conservation programs. 

                                                            
32 As arguably one of the first planned manufacturing communities in America, Lowell’s landscape formed in 
reaction to industrial processes and inventions, business and market demands, workers’ social and cultural needs, 
and population shifts.  The compounding of deindustrialization in the 1960s “sparked a plan to revitalize the city 
based on preservation of its cultural and industrial heritage” (Tomlan, 2015, p. 158).  The outcome of this effort—a 
heritage park, business development in the mill complexes, and revitalization of public spaces in downtown 
Lowell—relied on the cooperation of the municipal government and business leaders. 
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 The recognition of the Farmington River as a National Wild and Scenic River was a 

momentous achievement for the region.  Its management agency is able to create conservation 

programs and initiatives.  The entire segment of the Farmington River as it runs through 

Collinsville was excluded from the nomination because of a pending license to renew 

hydroelectric generation at the Collins Company dams.  Conflicting federal programs 

disenfranchises the Collinsville community from contributing to the management of the 

Farmington River. 

 Roth’s indispensable survey of Connecticut industries became ‘Making Places,’ a tool for 

private investors and owners.  Mill villages are attracting a growing number of people with their 

amenities and character.  The former Collins Company’s duplexes and residences form a diverse 

housing stock.  The exclusion of the circa-1830 duplexes from the local historic district is an 

artifact of the Town’s conservative politics that prevailed into the late-20th century.  While the 

lack of protection allowed them to evolve and change, they are a defining component of  the 

Village’s distinct character.  The properties that fall outside the local historic district evade even 

the most rudimentary of documentation (Figure 6.5).  Along with documentation and 

management of resources, Collinsville needs an ethnographic study. 

 Collinsville’s cultural landscapes wield a powerful directive over their community and 

visitors.  The seemingly immaculate landscape and village instantly attracts admiration and 

incites the formation of commemorative heritage.  Residents, such as David Leff, serve as 

transponders between the ‘essential’ Collinsville and the Collinsville of today.  The Town has 

gradually adopted heritage tourism as a viable industry.  Regional tourism and home-share 

platforms increase attractiveness of cultural landscape preservation projects for towns, especially 

when tied to recreation and conservation.  Canton’s hesitation preserved the village’s historic 
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resources from redevelopment, but is now a roadblock to their protection.  Preservation by 

neglect threatens to become ‘demolition by neglect.’   
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Figure 6.1 Infographic showing Connecticut citizens’ perceived threats to historic resources (Connecticut SHPO, 
2018, p. 18). 
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Figure 6.2  Map of Upper and proposed Lower Farmington River.  Canton is located in the center of the map, at the 
beginning of the lower portion (Farmington River Watershed Association, 2012).  
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Figure 6.3  Map of impoundments within the Farmington River Watershed.  Note that most of the impoundments are 
on tributaries and small feeder streams, and the River is largely unobstructed (Farmington River Watershed 
Association, n.d.).  
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Figure 6.4  Three duplexes on North Street, looking west toward the River.  Notes that the furthest structure has 
been converted into a package store, while the others have remained as residential structures (Author’s photograph, 
taken 5 Sept 2018). 
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Figure 6.5  Map of Historic Districts in Canton, Connecticut.  The Collinsville Historic District (lower right) is 
located in the south, while the Canton Center Historic District (upper right) is in North Canton.  Collinsville’s 
National Register district is far more expansive than its local historic district (Canton Planning and Zoning 
Commission, 2014b,  p. 5). 
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CONCLUSION:  TEMPERING HISTORY AND FORGING LEGACIES 

Tempering, in metallurgy, is the process of improving the characteristics of a metal by 

heating it to a high temperature, though below the melting point, and then cooling it.  This 

process results in toughening by lessening brittleness and reducing internal stresses.33  While the 

blade appears unchanged, its underlying chemical composition restructures.  In many ways, 

preservation parallels this process.   

Collinsville’s cultural and industrial landscapes are embedded with not just the history of 

the Collins Company, but also with the revaluation and reuse by the generations of residents 

since 1966.  The Company’s widespread influence and complicated legacy requires 

interdisciplinary cultural resource management.  This thesis was divided into six components:  

the context for industry in northwest Connecticut, the history of the Collins Company, the role of 

the Town of Canton, the reincarnation of Collinsville as a place worth protecting, the 

conservation and development of Collinsville’s resources, and the approach needed to inform 

preservation in Collinsville.   

It is important to understand the context and setting for past events before investigating a 

small component of history.  The settlement, development, and industrialization of Connecticut’s 

northwest corner responded to the resources available—environmental, social, economic, 

technological, and political.  The historic utilization of resources embedded values into the 

village landscape that influenced its use thereafter.  In the northwest corner, history cannot be 

divorced from the evolution of the environment.  This thesis provides the context in which the 

Collins Company formed and operated within.  Likewise, it evaluates the outcome of the 

Company’s closure on the village and the town, paying attention to the people and their 

                                                            
33 Adapted from Encyclopaedia Britannica (2013).   
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perspectives changed, how plans formed or were forgotten, and how values were codified over 

time.  

The National Historic Preservation Act and comparable community development 

programs introduced funding opportunities for rehabilitation and redevelopment, and are easily 

used on factory rehabilitation projects.  Alone, initiatives such as the Wild and Scenic River Act 

are unable to accommodate the breadth of resources found in cultural landscapes.  Connecticut’s 

Making Places program intends to attract investment into industrial centers, but does not address 

the need for landscape-scale evaluations.     

As the Company prospered, its assets expanded beyond water privileges and ore; the 

Collins Company built social capital.  Collinsville was proof of the Company’s investment in its 

workforce, the intellectual and spiritual development of residents, the health and vitality of the 

local economy, and the civic responsibilities typically managed by a municipality.  With the 

urban concentration of industry and suburbanization by the mid-20th century, the mill village 

form adopted an archaic luster.  Nevertheless, the factory’s deliberate form and intrinsic union 

with the surrounding landscape must be considered in contemporary studies.    

Collinsville’s cultural resources remain largely unprotected, undocumented, and without 

comprehensive management strategies.  The landscape, formerly accommodated the Collins 

Company’s needs, is now valued for a diverse range of uses including recreation and tourism, 

conservation and ecology, public services, housing, business and industry, and heritage 

education.  Past approaches to preservation and planning failed to encapsulate the multifaceted 

cultural landscape.  Legal incompatibility between programs—such as the National Scenic 

Rivers Act and the Federal Energy  Regulatory Commission—has prevented Collinsville’s 

inclusion in regional organizations interested in resource management.  The Town tends to 
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approach development in a speculative manner.  Often, options are given before questions are 

even asked.  As a result, citizens react to these “either-or” proposals in a way that lacks 

comprehension of long-term goals or the relation of these decisions to other issues.  

Small towns may give the illusion of knowing everyone’s business, but, after studying 

Collinsville, it is ever apparent the discontinuity between town commissions, public 

organizations, and citizen groups.  Furthermore, researchers engaged in town policy and 

planning must acknowledge the gaps in public records that inevitably plagues every 

municipality.  The Collinsville Redevelopment Agency was a particularly elusive figure in this 

research—after disbanding, its documents seemed to have been lost or disposed of.  In cases like 

this, other sources must be pursued to reconstruct the missing picture.  

 The Collins Company legacy is underdeveloped and largely absent in the interpretation 

and preservation of the village.  The nearly intact Collins Company factory, the workers’ 

housing, the River, and the village setting create a cultural landscape that is rarely considered in 

its entirety.  The discontinuous management of these resources due to complex landownership, 

legal jurisdictions, incompatibility with other programs, and contrasting management strategies 

is a major threat to their preservation and restoration.  Collinsville’s natural and historic 

resources are a tremendous asset to the Town of Canton.  Their contiguous value has only been 

realized in the last few decades.   

 Heritage tourism is not limited to visitors; many aspects are applicable to community 

programs and public education.  Canton’s public schools have yet to integrate local history into 

their curriculum in an engaging way.  Walking tours, informational media, and local history 

programs benefit both visitors and residents, and should not be undervalued. 
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 Without a comprehensive management plan or adequate documentation, Collinsville’s 

resources remain susceptible to destruction, misinterpretation, and exploitation.  The following 

approach hybridizes aforementioned programs and commissions—Wild and Scenic River 

commission, local historic district commission, Main Street redesign, and Energy Committee—

and allows for community-driven management.  It recommends five opportunities for study and 

research, a management structure that could administer said projects, and a source of funding for 

future village preservation projects.  The seven recommendations to the Town of Canton are as 

follows:  

First, a Cultural Landscape Study and Report would inform future decision making 

concerning the resources of Collinsville and the Farmington River.  The Town needs to identify, 

survey and inventory, and evaluate existing resources, including but not limited to the factory, 

the River, the downtown, the workers’ housing, residential neighborhoods, the village plan and 

infrastructure, and notable natural resources.  A Cultural Landscape Study would evaluate these 

components for both their individual and collective importance.  The Report would begin to 

assign themes and statements of significance to these resources so that they can be discussed and 

prioritized in Town planning.  

Second, a Collinsville Ethnography Study would uncover and record the distinct personal 

histories that contributed to the community’s collective legacy.  It would provide insight into the 

lives of Collins Company employees and their families.  This would inform the interpretation of 

the village and the factory.  An ethnographic study explores the history of minority and 

underrepresented populations otherwise excluded in generalized historical material.  With an 

ever growing distance from the past, it is important to capture the voices and recollections of 

Collinsville’s residents.   
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Third, an Architectural Survey of Collins Company Factory would provide primary 

documentation that could assist future rehabilitation of the complex.  The factory’s deteriorating 

condition stresses the timeliness of this survey.  In addition to enriching the understanding of the 

Collins Company’s operations, it will inform managers on threats and opportunities.  A historic 

building survey is necessary before prescribing stabilization, reuse, or demolition.  This 

document will be especially relevant if the factory complex is divided into individual parcels.  

Knowing the condition and characteristics of the buildings will allow them to be best utilized. 

Fourth, an Update and Expansion of the Collinsville Historic District is long overdue.  

The 1988 local historic district excludes dozens of important features, including the factory, the 

workers’ housing, landscapes, and historic infrastructure.  The district boundary should be 

expanded and the statement of significance should be revised to include themes identified in the 

aforementioned Cultural Landscape Study.    

Fifth, a Cultural Resource Management Plan should be drafted by the Town in 

collaboration with the Collinsville Historic District Commission.  Similar to the Town’s Plan of 

Conservation and Development, the Management Plan will set goals and priorities pertaining to 

the preservation of Collinsville’s historic and cultural resources.  It would become a public 

document that can be utilized by other Town commissions and to inform planning and 

development. 

Sixth, the creation of a Collinsville Village Heritage Commission will provide voice to 

the residents of Collinsville in their Town government.  Without duplicating the role of the 

Collinsville Historic District Commission, this Commission would represent the specific needs 

of village residents.  Their projects would include preservation, revitalization, cultural 

programming, interpretation and education, tourism, and business development.  It would wield 
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more ‘carrot’ than ‘stick’ by managing a fund source for village projects and providing guidance 

for development, not necessarily preservation- or conservation-based.  The Commission would 

be governed by Collinsville residents, land owners, and business owners. 

Seventh, the Town would create a River Power Fund.  A portion of the revenue from 

hydroelectric generation would be deposited in a fund that the Collinsville Village Heritage 

Commission could allocate for public projects or award to private project proposals.  This 

funding arrangement would be similar to Massachusetts’s Community Preservation Act grant, 

but would not involve a surcharge on property tax.34  Project categories would include historic 

preservation, recreation, affordable housing, conservation and open space, public programs and 

education, and sustainability. 

 These seven recommendations address the current inadequacies in the management of 

Collinsville’s cultural and historic resources.  The five studies and reports recommended would 

serve as primary documentation and would inform resource management.  The proposed 

commission is a way to balance the Town’s interests between a distinct village area and the 

larger municipality.  The River Power Fund would be separate from the Town budget and would 

be invested in projects that benefit the greater public.  The recommendations together reconcile 

the shortcomings of the Wild and Scenic River program, the historic districts, and existing town-

level committees—their inability to comprehensively define and manage Collinsville’s diverse 

cultural landscapes and historic resources.  The Village Commission could act a natural and 

                                                            
34 The Community Preservation Act (CPA) was signed into law in 2000.  It enables Massachusetts communities to 
collect a property tax surcharge no more than 3% to be allocated for preservation projects, which includes historic 
preservation, open space protection, affordable housing, and outdoor recreation.  To supplement the funds collected, 
Massachusetts provides annual disbursements to communities that have adopted the CPA.  A town’s CPA 
committee administers an application process and selects proposals for funding (Community Preservation Coalition, 
website). 
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cultural resource manager for the community.  Whereas existing programs separate different 

components of the village, this would provide cohesion and foster collaboration. 

This thesis and the conclusions that it presents was formed at the nexus of two subject 

perspectives:  that of historic preservation and that of landscape architecture.  The author’s prior 

knowledge of Collinsville influenced the way research was approached and aided initial 

inquiries.  In retrospect, very little about Collinsville’s backstory was known at the outset.  

Methodologically, this thesis aimed to bridge connections between context and outcome.  This is 

sometimes challenging, especially when speaking about tangible and intangible resources.  This 

study focused on compiling a history of actions, opinions, and outcomes related to the use and 

management of resources.  It was difficult to capture the most recent history because many facets 

are still active and inconclusive.  Without determining a cutoff point, this study would have been 

ongoing.  Although an architectural and historical study of the factory and the village would 

expand the discussion of their preservation, this thesis excludes resource-specific evaluation or 

documentation.  It includes stories and personal recollections from Collinsville residents but 

should not be considered a resource for public history.     

  As research should, this case study uncovered many questions not addressed in the 

scope of this thesis.   This investigation is intended to serve as a reference for the Town of 

Canton, Collinsville residents, and individuals charged with the management of these cultural 

resources.  It is also applicable to resource managers in other small municipalities throughout the 

Northeast.  It offers a critical review of Connecticut’s preservation initiatives and programs and 

of the National Wild and Scenic River program.  An important issue that deserves further 

investigation is the ineligibility of designated National Wild and Scenic rivers to include 

hydropower facilities.  The rivers of the Northeast have a long history as a primary power source.  
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It is a shame that the current program does not allow for their protection and utilization.  The role 

of railroads in the development of Connecticut’s early industry is also worthy of further study.  It 

would be interesting to study the actual goods and materials transported, the impact they had on 

the growth of cities and towns, and the exchange of wealth associated with local and regional 

transport.35   Lastly, the author was particularly intrigued by Grace Pierpont Fuller’s 1915 

dissertation, An Introduction to the History of Connecticut as a Manufacturing State, which 

proved to be an indispensable reference.    

The fields of landscape architecture and historic preservation share jurisdiction over 

cultural landscapes.  While each discipline lends their own perspective on specific situations, 

both start by assigning values to the resources at hand.  Value is not one-dimensional, and is 

rather the culmination of former function and importance.  To uncover the significance of a 

place, one must study the values embedded in its landscape and told by its people.  

                                                            
35 This lingering question was touched upon in Chapter 1, section:  “Markets and Regionalism.” 
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The Collinsville Historic District is a compact nineteenth century 
mill town in the southern end of Canton, Connecticut. The district, 
which is largely intact, contains approximately 300 structures 
exhibiting diversity in age, function and style. Mill buildings, 
workers' housing and public places dating from the 183O's to the 
present were built predominately by the Collins Company, an axe and 
tool manufactory established in 1826.

Collinsville 1 s core, the mill complex> is on the east bank 
of the Farmington River amid a highly articulated system of 
reservoirs and waterways. From the factory complex, two distinct 
building clusters climb from the river banks up the steep sides of 
Huckleberry Hill on the east and Sweetheart Mountain on the west. 
The streets follow the contour and fall lines of these hills. The 
wooded hills and the surrounding undeveloped countryside provide the 
district with natural visual boundaries.

There are five distinct modes of development in Collinsville which 
are defined by the types and functions of buildings within them. The 
modes are: the mill complex; the village center immediately east of the 
mill; and three residential clusters first, a group of workers' 
houses and tenements on the west side of the river; second, a strip of 
private and company houses for middle class residents farthest from 
the factory on Maple Avenue; third, a mixture of company and private 
housing for both workers and middle class on the east side of the 
Farmington River uphill from the village center.

Collinsville's.well-preserved center occupies the blocks facing 
Main Street and the Green (also known as Church Street). The center's 
visual cohesion is attained through a lively, raw-edged diversity, rather 
than a homogenized blend of buildings. Within this small area are 
commercial, public and residential buildings constructed in a wide 
variety of nineteenth century architectural styles. The Collinsville 
Savings Society (c. 1890) is built in the Romanesque Revival style; the 
Valley House Hotel (1868) and house #5 on the Green are Second Empire 
style; the Italiannate style is represented in house #111 on Main 
Street and in a clubhouse (originally a law office) on 7 Market Street. 
The Greek and Renaissance Revival styles are also represented in 
Collinsville, as are various eclectic and vernacular building 
interpretations.
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Numerous structures within Collinsville Center are of special 
significance because of their historical associations, quality and style 
of building or prominent position. These buildings are essential for 
providing visual and historical continuity. Two such structures are 
the Collins Company office building and the Valley House Hotel. Both 
buildings were erected in 1868 by the Collins Company during a period of 
economic prosperity and expansion.

Built in the Renaissance Revival .1ins company office 
Its pivotal position

The 
:irts

occupies the corner of Front and Main Streets.
marks the transition from the mill complex to the village center^
bold three-story building structure is highly visible from the out;
of town. Its blunt sillouette provides a vertical focal point identifying
the center of town. Above its rusticated gneiss base, the building is x
constructed in pressed concrete bricks. This unusual building material
is also used in the Hough Block (1867) , a commercial and residential
building at 124-128 Main Street. In both buildings, ornamentation is
severely controlled, reflecting a rugged machine aesthetic consistent
with the provincial character of this industrial town.

The growth of the Collins Company necessitated the building of a 
hotel suitable for visiting businessmen. In its scale, quality and 
style, the Valley House Hotel reflects the company's interest in projecting 
a cosmopolitan image. The prominent four-story brick building has 
a slate mansard roof with dormers typical of the Second Empire style. 
The Hotel is directly across "The Green" from the Congregational Church. 
Together, these buildings define "The Green" by visually enclosing it.

In Collinsville, the interrelationship between buildings is of 
particular importance for, often, the cumulative effect surpasses 
the significance of individual structures. This is particularly 
true of the three residential nodes.

On the west bank of the Farmington River, West Church and Bridge 
Streets are lined with identical two family houses which step d/rectly 
up the side of Sweetheart Mountain. These worker's cottages were 
built in 1832 by the Collins Company and were rented to workers/ for $25 
a year. Although they are still occupied and well-maintained, the 
integrity of many cottages has been compromised by additions ard 
alterations. Larger company houses, or "tenements," are on Dunne 
Avenue, which runs perpendicular to West Church and Bridge Streets.
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The building node along Maple Avenue encompasses numerous 
nineteenth and early twentieth century residences which reflect the 
lifestyle and tastes of the store owners, professionals, company 
executives and managers that constituted Collinsville's middle class.

 Bo family workers' cottages, identical to those on the west side of 
the river, were built in the mixed residential node just east of 
Collinsville Center in 1831. These houses are surrounded by larger 
company tenements and single family houses.

Although the Collins Company closed in 1966, the mill complex 
has retained its industrial character. Now owned by the Collinsville 
Company (not to be confused with the Collins Company), most of the 
mill complex is rented to various light industries.

Some original machine tools are still in use. Other equipment 
lies unused. This includes the massive machines designed by the 
company's first engineer, 7 Elisha K. Root, to punch the eye out of an 
axehead. Grinding and polishing stones are still found in the 
mill complex and scattered throughout town in walls and fences.

The mill made use of various power sources. Although once_ 
powered entirely by water wheels, only a few remain. The buildings are 
still heated by the one coal and two oil fired boilers that were part 
of the original steam plant. The Collinsville Company is rebuilding 
the steam engine that once supplemented these three boilers. The 
company is also re-installing a turbine wheel (Holyoke, 1000 G.M.P., 
rotary pump, friction driven, six foot head, c. 1865) identical 
to the original. In the early twentieth century, the Collins Company 
installed two hydroelectric generating plants on the Farmington River. 
These have been dismantled by the Connecticut Light and Power Company, 
but are being studied for restoration.

Although numerous mill buildings closest to the river were destroyed 
by a flood in 1955, the high building density and functional relationship 
between buildings is retained in the surviving structures. Buildings _ 
were grouped in linear patterns to receive power from shafts and pipelines

The Collins Company, a .horizontal business organization, produced 
its iron and steel, forged and polished the tool heads, made the wooden 
handles and manufactured the packing boxes. The variety in building 
methods and techniques reflects the differing requirements, each 
activity demanded of its housing. The immediate juxtaposition of 
buildings with load-bearing stone walls, barn-like wood structures, brick 
buildings and corrugated steel sheds creates rich, though haphazard
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contrasts in color and texture. The mill buildings were designed and 
constructed by Collins Company engineers and managers. The direct 
simplicity of vernacular building is exemplified in these rough and 
rugged structures.

The mill complex is highly visible from major roadways. In 
particular, the prominent building cluster around the forebay 
(buildings #118, 29A, 27A-B, 24A, 131-A) and the stack rising from 
the boiler room are critical visual landmarks.
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The pervasiveness of the Collins Company's influence was made 
possible by its economic success. Before Samuel and David Collins 
started to manufacture axes in 1826, quality edge tools were difficult 
to obtain. The best edge tools, manufactured in England, were subject 
to prohibitively high tariffs. The axes available domestically were 
crudely fashioned by blacksmiths and had unfinished edges. The 
Collins bro-thers, who had worked in their uncle's Hartford iron company, 
were quick to recognize this market's potential. Production started 
in 1826 after the brothers and their cousin William Wells bought the 
Humphrey gristmill, fifteen acres of surrounding land in South Canton 
and obtained water privileges on the Farmington River.

The great demand for their product encouraged the brothers to 
utilize new materials, manufacturing techniques and power sources. 
In 1862, Samuel Collins went to England to study the Bessemer process 
for steel production. Elisha K. Root, hired in 1832 as a machinist 
was responsible for systematizing the production of edge tools and 
inventing various machine tools. Two notable inventions were a machine 
to punch the eye out of an axe and a machine that shaved the rough 
edges off newly forged axes. Root left the Collins Company in 1849 to 
become superintendent and later president of the Colt Firearms Company 
in Hartford.

Despite its economic progress, the Collins Company came close to 
failure in 1833 when immediate payment of its loans was demanded by the 
Hartford Bank. As a result, the company was reorganized as a corporation 
in 1834.

The Collins Company blossomed with the development of an overseas 
trade in machetes. In an effort to retain these markets and avoid 
tariffs, the company started manufacturing in Mexico and South America 
in the twentieth century. During the Civil War, the company benefited 
from the production of bayonets and knives. Plowshares ;and airplane 
propellers were also produced by the company.

There are numerous explanations for the Collins Company's closure 
in 1966. Certainly its dependency on foreign markets and the destruction 
caused by the 1955 flood were contributing factors. It has also been 
advanced that the company's "tired directorate," whose primary concerns 
had shifted from manufactory to banking, chose to close when the 
Collins Company reached a plateau in its economic growth.
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Since the Company's closing, the town has seen little development 
The growth of a commercial strip along Route 44 in Canton and 
Avon has drawn development away from Collinsville, but it is probable 
that Collinsville, which is fifteen miles northwest of Hartford, will 
be subject to development pressures in the future.

Wie Biernacki, f^he History of a Company Town," unpublished 
paper, History 734, University of Hartford, 1974, page 51.

2Guy Whitney, former manager, the Collins Company, interview on 
January 14, 1976.
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STATEMENT OF SIGNIFICANCE

Collinsville is significant as an almost totally intact nineteenth 
century mill town which has retained historic and architectural integrity 
of both individual structures and their setting. Of the over 200 
manufacturing villages established in Connecticut during the nineteenth 
century, Collinsville is one of the few that survive. Collinsville 
displays great architectural diversity. in addition to more sophisticated 
interpretations of popular eighteenHito twentieth century styles, 
Collinsville contains significant provincial interpretations of these 
styles and vernacular buildings.

The singular character of Collinsville ' s built environment grew 
from the omnipresent influence of the Collins Company on the town's 
development. Collinsville was a one-company town which owed its 
roots and sustenance to the Collins Company.

The company was the town's foundation, offering employment for 
workers, who supported the town's retailers and professionals. In 
addition to the company built cottages and tenements, the Collins 
Company owned much of the remaining housing. Vital municipal services, 
such as fire protection and utilities were provided by the Collins 
Company. In 1836, the Collins Company built the town's first church   
Congregational   which it held title to until 1925. Other churches also 
received support from the company.

The Collins Company influenced its employees' lifestyle through 
setting working hours, wage and housing standards and institutionalized 
its views in matters of religion and temperance. Samuel Collins, a 
devoted crusader against liquor, bought the tavern and distilleries 
that existed in Collinsville before his arrival and included in deeds 
to person's buying property from him a clause restricting the manufacture 

sale of alcohol under penalty of forfeiture.

Indirectly, the Collins Company controlled political and govern 
mental activities in Collinsville. The company carried the largest 
tax burden and also supplied members to the Boards of Education, 
Finance and other town commissions. The workers' identification of their 
own needs with those of the Collins Company was facilitated by business 
prosperity. The one-company town was also a one party town, in this 

Vefaie, Republican. According to John C. Meconkey, registrar of voters, 
before the company closed in 1966, nearly 100 per cent of Collinsville 1 s 
voters were registered Republicans.
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The north boundary crosses Torrington Avenue, above house #85 
Torrington Avenue and continues along the back lot lines of the west 
side of Collins Road. The boundary then follows the west and north 
property lines of Calvary Cemetery and crosses the Farmington River 
to the back lot line of house #54 Maple Avenue.

The eastern boundary follows the,northeast lines of lot #27 Thayer 
Avenue, houses 49-47 Maple Avenue, houses 73-25 High Street, houses 
4-10 Cemetery Road to the intersection with the Avon town line.
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Chapter ���Chapter ���

Article IIArticle II
Historic Districts

Collinsville
�Adopted ��������� by Ord� No� ����

In order to promote the educational, cultural, economic, and general welfare of the Town of Canton and others through the
preservation and protection of buildings and places of historic interest within the Village of Collinsville, a unique example of an
early one-company mill town, and through the development and retention of appropriate settings for such buildings and places,
the Collinsville Historic District ("district") is hereby established pursuant to §§ 7-147a to 7-147k, inclusive, of the General Statutes.

A Collinsville Historic District Commission ("Commission") consisting of �ve regular members and three alternate members is
hereby established. It shall be the purpose of the Commission to perform the duties and functions of an historic district
commission as provided in §§ 7-147a to 7-147k, inclusive, of the General Statutes and as provided in this article.

�Amended �����������

The Board of Selectmen of the Town of Canton shall, within 65 days after the adoption of this article, appoint �ve regular
members and three alternate members to the Commission in such manner that the terms of one regular member and one
alternate member shall expire on the 30th day of June of each year commencing in 1989. All subsequent appointments shall be
made by the Board of Selectmen for a term of four years for regular members and four years for alternate members, except that
an appointment to �ll an unexpired term shall be for the duration of said unexpired term only. Members and alternate members
shall be electors of the Town of Canton holding no salaried Town o�ce. At least two of the regular members and one of the
alternate members shall be residents within the Collinsville Historic District. Within a period of 30 days after the appointment of
said members to the Commission, and within a period not exceeding 30 days after the �rst day of July of each succeeding year
commencing in 1989, said regular members shall meet, organize, and elect a Chairman, Vice Chairman, and Clerk from its own
members. Alternate members shall not participate in any election of o�cers of the Commission. In all others matters, when a
member of the Commission is absent or has a con�ict of interest the Chairman of the Commission shall designate an alternate
member to act, choosing alternates in rotation so that they shall act as nearly equal a number of times as possible. If any alternate
is not available in accordance with such rotation, such fact shall be recorded in the minutes of the meeting. Regular members and
alternate members may be appointed for another term or terms.

� ������ Purpose� establishment of district�

� ������ Historic District Commission established�

� ������ Organization of Commission�

� ������ Powers�
A. The Commission shall be vested with all powers and shall faithfully perform all duties imposed upon historic district

commissions in §§ 7-147a to 7-147h, inclusive, of the General Statutes. The Commission shall �x the time and place of its
regular meetings and provide a method for calling special meetings. It shall adopt rules of procedure. The presence of three
members or alternate members shall constitute a quorum, and no resolution or vote except a vote to adjourn or to �x the
time and place of its next meeting shall be adopted by fewer than three a�rmative votes. The Commission may adopt
regulations to provide guidance to property owners as to factors to be considered in preparing an application for a certi�cate
of appropriateness.

B. The Commission may:

(1) Provide information to property owners and others involving the preservation of the district.

(2) Initiate planning and zoning proposals.

(3) Cooperate with other regulatory agencies and civic organizations and groups interested in historic preservation.
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No building or structure within the district shall be erected or altered until after an application for a certi�cate of appropriateness
as to exterior architectural features has been submitted to the Commission and approved by said Commission. "Exterior
architectural features" means such portion of the exterior of a structure or building as is open to view from a public street, way, or
place. No building permit for erection of a building or structure or for alteration of an exterior architectural �xture within the
district and no demolition permit for demolition or removal of a building or structure within the district shall be issued by the
Town or any department, agency, or o�cial thereof until a certi�cate of appropriateness has been issued. A certi�cate of
appropriateness shall be required whether or not a building permit is required. The style, material, size, and location of outdoor
advertising signs and bill posters within the district shall be under the control of the Commission. The provisions of this section
shall not be construed to extend to the color of paint used on the exterior of any building or structure. No area within the district
shall be altered or enlarged for industrial, commercial, business, home industry, or occupational parking, whether or not the area
is zoned for such use, until after an application for a certi�cate of appropriateness as to parking has been submitted to and
approved by the Commission.

If the Commission determines that the proposed erection, alteration, or parking will be appropriate, it shall issue a certi�cate of
appropriateness. In passing on appropriateness as to exterior architectural features, buildings, or structures, the Commission shall
consider the items set forth in § 7-147f of the General Statutes.

(4) Comment on applications for zoning variances and special exceptions where they a�ect the district.

(5) Render advice on sidewalk construction and repair, tree planting, street improvements, and the erection or alteration of
public buildings not otherwise under its control where they a�ect the district.

(6) Furnish information and assistance in connection with any capital improvement program involving the district.

� ������ Certi�cate of appropriateness�

� ������ Public hearing� action by Commission�
A. The Commission shall hold a public hearing upon each application for a certi�cate of appropriateness unless the Commission

determines that the application involves items not subject to approval by the Commission. Notice of the time and place of
such hearing shall be given by publication in the form of a legal advertisement appearing in a newspaper having a substantial
circulation in the Town of Canton not more than 15 days nor less than �ve days before such hearing. Within not more than 65
days after the �ling of an application as required by § ������ above, the Commission shall pass upon such application and
shall give written notice of its decision to the applicant. Evidence of approval, as referred to in § ������ above, shall be by
certi�cate of appropriateness issued by the Commission. Failure of the Commission to act within said 65 days shall constitute
approval and no other evidence of approval shall be needed. The Commission shall keep a record of all applications for
certi�cates of appropriateness and of all its doings.

B. In its deliberations the Commission shall not consider interior arrangements or use; however, it may recommend adaptive
uses of any buildings or structures within the district compatible with the historic architectural aspects of the district. The
Commission shall take no action except for the purpose of controlling the erection or alteration of buildings, structures, or
parking which is incongruous with the historic or architectural aspects of the district. The Commission shall set forth its
reason for approving or denying each application for a certi�cate of appropriateness in its written notice of its decision to
the applicant and in the Commission's record of its proceedings. When a certi�cate of appropriateness is denied, the reasons
shall include the basis for the Commission's conclusion that the proposed activity would not be appropriate. In its notice to
the applicant, the Commission may make recommendations relative to design, arrangement, texture, material, and similar
features.

� ������ Considerations in determining appropriateness�

� ������ Commission duties�
A. Relationship to other commissions. Jurisdiction of the Commission over any matter shall not be construed to diminish the

authority of any other Town agency, board, or commission. In cases of overlapping jurisdiction, approval by all agencies,
boards, or commissions with purview over the matter shall be required.

B. Annual report. The Commission shall make an annual report of its activities to the Board of Selectmen.
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For the purpose of encouraging the responsiveness, securing the support, and drawing on the resources of interested residents of
the historic district who are not members of the Historic District Commission, and apart from the provision in the Act[1] for
formal appeals from the Commission decisions by aggrieved parties, and other than the required public hearings by the
Commission upon applications for certi�cates of appropriateness, the Commission shall hold meetings with residents of the
historic district if and when at least 20 of the owners of real property in the district make written petition to the Commission for
such meeting to discuss matters of policy or other matters that may be at issue between property owners and the Commission.
The Commission shall call meetings so requested within 65 days. The Commission shall not be bound by the meetings but in
formulating policy shall be responsive to the sentiments of the community insofar as its best judgment suggests and the powers
and limitations derived from the General Statutes permit.

Editor's Note: "The Act" refers to §§ 7-147a to 7-147k, inclusive, of the General Statutes.

Where, by reason of topographical conditions, district border line situations, or because of other unusual circumstances, solely
with respect to a certain parcel of land and not a�ecting generally the district, the strict application of any provision of this article
or §§ 7-147a to 7-147k, inclusive, of the General Statutes, would result in exceptional practical di�culty or undue hardship upon
the owner of any speci�c property, the Commission in passing upon applications shall have power to vary or modify strict
adherence to said sections or to interpret the meaning of said sections so as to relieve such di�culty or hardship, provided that
such variance, modi�cation, or interpretation shall remain in harmony with the general purpose and intent of said sections so that
the general character of the district shall be conserved and substantial justice done. In granting variations, the Commission may
impose such reasonable and additional stipulations and conditions as will, in its judgment, better ful�ll the purpose of said
sections. For each variance granted, the Commission shall place upon its records and in the notice to the applicant the reasons for
its determination.

If any action or ruling taken by the Commission pursuant to the provisions of §§ 7-147a to 7-147k, inclusive, of the General
Statutes, or of this article has been violated, the Commission may, in addition to other remedies, institute an action in the Superior
Court to restrain such violation. Regulations and orders of the Commission issued pursuant to said sections of the General
Statutes, or of this article shall be enforced by the Zoning Enforcement O�cer of the Town of Canton. Penalties for violations
shall be as provided in § 7-147h of the General Statutes.

Any person or persons severally or jointly aggrieved by any decision of the Commission or of any o�cer thereof may, within 15
days from the date when such decision was rendered, take an appeal to the Superior Court for Hartford County, which appeal
shall be made returnable to such Court in the same manner as that prescribed for civil actions brought to such Court. Notice of
such appeal shall be given by leaving a true and attested copy thereof in the hands of or at the usual place of abode of the

C. Cooperation and coordination. The Commission may:

(1) Provide information to property owners and others involving the preservation of the district;

(2) Initiate planning and zoning proposals;

(3) Cooperate with other regulatory agencies and civic organizations and groups interested in historic preservation;

(4) Comment on applications for zoning variances and special exceptions where they a�ect the Collinsville Historic District;

(5) Render advice on sidewalk construction and repair, tree planting, street improvements, and the erection or alteration of
public buildings not otherwise under its control where they a�ect the Collinsville Historic District; and

(6) Furnish information and assistance in connection with any capital improvement program involving the Collinsville
Historic District.

� ������ Citizen involvement�

� ������ Variations�

� ������ Enforcement� penalties for o�enses�

� ������ Appeals�

Appendix B:  Town of Canton Charter Chapter 268, Collinsville Historic District

334

https://ecode360.com/11807721#11807721
https://ecode360.com/11807722#11807722
https://ecode360.com/11807723#11807723
https://ecode360.com/11807724#11807724
https://ecode360.com/11807725#11807725
https://ecode360.com/11807726#11807726
https://ecode360.com/11807727#11807727


[1]

Chairman or Clerk of the Commission and with the Town Clerk within 12 days before the return day to which such appeal has been
taken. Procedure upon such appeal shall be the same as that de�ned in § 8-8 of the General Statutes.

Editor's Note: See also Art. IIIIII, Demolition, of this chapter.

�Amended �����������

The boundaries of the district shall include the historic district located in Collinsville as shown on the map designated as "Exhibit
A" and incorporated in and made a part of this article. A legal description of said historic district designated as "Exhibit B" is also
incorporated in and made part of this article. Exhibits A and B are included at the end of this chapter.

The facilities and services of the Town of Canton sta� and o�ce shall be available to the Commission as it may reasonably require.
The Commission shall otherwise operate within the amount of the appropriation provided in the Town budget each year.

This article shall not apply to property owned by the Town of Canton so long as the Town of Canton owns such property; however,
the Town of Canton shall seek a recommendation on such property from the Collinsville Historic District Commission. A copy of
this article shall be recorded in the land records of the Town of Canton.

� ������ Exempted acts� demolition� ���

A. Nothing in this article shall be construed to prevent the ordinary maintenance or repair of any exterior feature in the district
which does not involve a change of design thereof, nor to prevent the erection or alteration of any such feature which the
Building O�cial certi�es is required by the public safety because of an unsafe or dangerous condition, nor to prevent the
erection or alteration of any such feature under a permit issued by the Building O�cial prior to the e�ective date of
establishment of the district.

B. If a building in the district is to be demolished, no demolition shall occur for 90 days from issuance of a demolition permit if
during such time the Commission or the Connecticut Commission on Culture and Tourism is attempting to �nd a purchaser
who will retain or remove such building or who will present some other reasonable alternative to demolition. During such
ninety-day period the Town may abate all real property taxes. At the conclusion of such ninety-day period, the demolition
permit shall become e�ective and the demolition may occur. Nothing in this subsection shall be construed to mandate that
the owner of such property sell such property or building.
�Amended �����������

� ������ Boundaries�

� ������ Auxiliary services�

� ������ Town property� recording in land records�
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29–010 

Calendar No. 123 
113TH CONGRESS REPORT " ! SENATE 1st Session 113–69 

COLLINSVILLE RENEWABLE ENERGY PROMOTION 

JUNE 27, 2013.—Ordered to be printed 

Mr. WYDEN, from the Committee on Energy and Natural 
Resources, submitted the following 

R E P O R T 

[To accompany H.R. 316] 

The Committee on Energy and Natural Resources, to which was 
referred the Act (H.R. 316) to reinstate and transfer certain hydro-
electric licenses and extend the deadline for commencement of con-
struction of certain hydroelectric projects, having considered the 
same, reports favorably thereon with an amendment and rec-
ommends that the Act, as amended, do pass. 

The amendment is as follows: 
Strike out all after the enacting clause and insert in lieu thereof 

the following: 
SECTION 1. SHORT TITLE. 

This Act may be cited as the ‘‘Collinsville Renewable Energy Production Act’’. 
SEC. 2. DEFINITIONS. 

In this Act: 
(1) COMMISSION.—The term ‘‘Commission’’ means the Federal Energy Regu-

latory Commission. 
(2) LICENSE.—The term ‘‘license’’ means— 

(A) the license for Commission project number 10822; 
(B) the license for Commission project number 10823; or 
(C) both. 

(3) TOWN.—The term ‘‘Town’’ means the town of Canton, Connecticut. 
SEC. 3. REINSTATEMENT, EXTENSION, AND TRANSFER OF EXPIRED LICENSES. 

Notwithstanding the termination of the license, the Commission may, at the re-
quest of the Town, in accordance with section 4(a), and after reasonable notice— 

(1) reinstate the licence; 
(2) extend for 2 years after the date on which the license is reinstated the 

time period during which the licensee is required to commence the construction 
of the project subject to the license; and 

(3) subject to section 4, transfer the license to the Town. 
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SEC. 4. CONDITIONS OF TRANSFER. 

(a) APPLICATION FOR TRANSFER.—The Town may request the reinstatement, ex-
tension, and transfer of the license by filing an application for approval of the trans-
fer. 

(b) CONTENTS OF APPLICATION.—The application for approval of the transfer shall 
set forth in appropriate detail the qualifications of the Town to hold the license and 
to operate the property under license, which qualifications shall be the same as 
those required of applicants for the license. 

(c) COMMISSION APPROVAL.—The Commission may approve the transfer on a 
showing that the transfer is in the public interest. 

(d) TERMS AND CONDITIONS OF LICENSES.—The Town shall be subject to— 
(1) all the conditions of the license and all the provisions and conditions of 

the Federal Power Act (16 U.S.C. 791a et seq.), as though the Town were the 
original licensee; and 

(2) any additional terms and conditions the Commission determines to be nec-
essary, including conditions for the protection, mitigation, and enhancement of 
fish and wildlife and related habitat under sections 10(j) and 18 of the Federal 
Power Act (16 U.S.C. 803(j), 811). 

SEC. 5. ADMINISTRATION. 

The Commission shall supplement the environmental impact statement or similar 
analysis required under the National Environmental Policy Act of 1969 (42 U.S.C. 
4321 et seq.) prepared in connection with the issuance of the original license to ex-
amine all new circumstances and information relevant to environmental concerns 
and bearing on the reinstatement of the license or the impact of the license. 

PURPOSE 

The purpose of H.R. 316 is to reinstate and transfer certain hy-
droelectric licenses and extend the deadline for commencement of 
construction of certain hydroelectric projects. 

BACKGROUND AND NEED 

The Upper and Lower Collinsville Dams on the Farmington 
River in Connecticut have not produced power since 1966. In 2001, 
FERC issued licenses to Summit Hydropower to redevelop hydro-
electric power capacity at the dams. Summit did not commence 
construction within the original two-year requirement or the two- 
year extension granted by FERC and as a result, in 2007, FERC 
terminated the licenses. 

The Town of Canton, Connecticut is interested in redeveloping 
hydropower at the Collinsville dams and has received a prelimi-
nary permit from FERC to undertake the feasibility studies nec-
essary to move forward with the projects. The power estimated to 
be produced from each project is less than 5 megawatts and the 
projects may be eligible for an exemption from FERC’s licensing re-
quirements. The bill, as passed by the House, would substitute 
Congressional action for the existing FERC process. 

LEGISLATIVE HISTORY 

H.R. 316 was introduced by Representative Esty and passed the 
House by voice vote on February 12, 2013. Senate Amendment 579, 
an amendment in the nature of a substitute to H.R. 316, was intro-
duced by Senators Murphy and Blumenthal on March 22, 2013. 
The Subcommittee on Water and Power held a hearing on H.R. 316 
and S. Amdt. 579 on April 16, 2013. At its business meeting on 
May 16, 2013, the Committee ordered H.R. 316 favorably reported 
by voice vote, with an amendment in the nature of a substitute. 

In the 112th Congress, Senators Lieberman and Blumenthal in-
troduced similar legislation in the Senate, S. 715. Then-Represent-
ative Murphy introduced similar legislation in the House, H.R. 
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1353 and H.R. 5625, and the House passed H.R. 5625 on June 26, 
2012. The Subcommittee on Water and Power held a hearing on S. 
715 on June 23, 2011 (S. Hrg. 112–129). 

In the 111th Congress, then-Representative Murphy introduced 
similar legislation in the House, H.R. 3228 and H.R. 4451, and 
Senators Dodd and Lieberman introduced similar legislation in the 
Senate, S. 3532. The House passed H.R. 4451 on June 16, 2010, 
but the Senate took no further action. 

COMMITTEE RECOMMENDATION 

The Senate Committee on Energy and Natural Resources, in 
open business session on May 16, 2013, by a voice vote of a quorum 
present, recommends that the Senate pass H.R. 316, if amended as 
described herein. 

COMMITTEE AMENDMENT 

During its consideration of H.R. 316, the Committee adopted an 
amendment in the nature of a substitute. The provisions of the 
substitute are described in more detail in the section-by-section 
analysis. 

SECTION-BY-SECTION ANALYSIS 

Section 1 provides the short title, the ‘‘Collinsville Renewable En-
ergy Production Act’’. 

Section 2 defines key terms in the bill. 
Section 3 authorizes the Federal Energy Regulatory Commission 

(Commission) to reinstate the license for Commission project num-
bers 10822 and 10823, to extend the time period for the licensee 
to commence construction of the project work for up to 2 years, and 
to transfer the license to the Town of Canton. 

Section 4 establishes the conditions for transfer of the license to 
the Town of Canton, including the application, approval, and terms 
and conditions. 

Section 5 directs the Commission to supplement the environ-
mental impact statement or similar analysis required under the 
National Environmental Policy Act of 1969 (42 U.S.C. 4321 et seq.) 
prepared in connection with the issuance of the original license in 
order to examine new circumstances and relevant information bear-
ing on the reinstatement or impact of the license. 

COST AND BUDGETARY CONSIDERATIONS 

The following estimate of costs of H.R. 316 has been provided by 
the Congressional Budget Office: 

H.R. 316—Collinsville Renewable Energy Promotion Act 
H.R. 316 would authorize the Federal Energy Regulatory Com-

mission (FERC) to reinstate the licenses and extend the deadline 
for beginning construction of two hydroelectric projects (numbers 
10822 and 10823) in Hartford County, Connecticut. The legislation 
would direct FERC to update the environmental analyses associ-
ated with those projects and, if reinstated, authorize the agency to 
transfer the licenses to the town of Canton, Connecticut. 

Based on information from FERC, CBO estimates that imple-
menting H.R. 316 would have a small impact on the agency’s work-

VerDate Mar 15 2010 04:15 Jul 02, 2013 Jkt 029010 PO 00000 Frm 00003 Fmt 6659 Sfmt 6602 E:\HR\OC\SR069.XXX SR069sm
ar

tin
ez

 o
n 

D
S

K
6T

P
T

V
N

1P
R

O
D

 w
ith

 R
E

P
O

R
T

S

Appendix E:  Collinsville Renewable Energy Promotion Act

368



4 

load. Because FERC recovers 100 percent of its costs through user 
fees, any change in its administrative costs would be offset by an 
equal change in fees that the commission charges. Therefore, the 
legislation’s provisions would have no net budgetary impact. Be-
cause FERC’s administrative costs are controlled through annual 
appropriation acts, enacting H.R. 316 would not affect direct spend-
ing or revenues; therefore, pay-as-you-go procedures do not apply. 

H.R. 316 contains no intergovernmental or private-sector man-
dates as defined in the Unfunded Mandates Reform Act and would 
impose no costs on state, local, or tribal governments. 

On January 31, 2013, CBO transmitted a cost estimate for H.R. 
316 as ordered reported by the House Committee on Energy and 
Commerce on January 22, 2013. The two versions of the legislation 
are similar, and the CBO cost estimates are the same. 

The CBO staff contact for this estimate is Megan Carroll. The es-
timate was approved by Theresa Gullo, Deputy Assistant Director 
for Budget Analysis. 

REGULATORY IMPACT EVALUATION 

In compliance with paragraph 11(b) of rule XXVI of the Standing 
Rules of the Senate, the Committee makes the following evaluation 
of the regulatory impact which would be incurred in carrying out 
H.R. 316. 

The bill is not a regulatory measure in the sense of imposing 
Government-established standards or significant economic respon-
sibilities on private individuals and businesses. 

No personal information would be collected in administering the 
program. Therefore, there would be no impact on personal privacy. 

Little, if any, additional paperwork would result from the enact-
ment of H.R. 316, as ordered reported. 

CONGRESSIONALLY DIRECTED SPENDING 

H.R. 316, as reported, does not contain any congressionally di-
rected spending items, limited tax benefits, or limited tariff bene-
fits as defined in rule XLIV of the Standing Rules of the Senate. 

EXECUTIVE COMMUNICATIONS 

The testimony provided by the Federal Energy Regulatory Com-
mission at the April 16, 2013, Subcommittee on Water and Power 
hearing on H.R. 316 and S. Amendment 579 follows: 

TESTIMONY OF JOHN KATZ, DEPUTY ASSOCIATE GENERAL 
COUNSEL, FEDERAL ENERGY REGULATORY COMMISSION, 

Chairman Schatz, Ranking Member Lee, and Members 
of the Subcommittee: 

My name is John Katz, Deputy Associate General Coun-
sel for Energy Projects, Federal Energy Regulatory Com-
mission. I appreciate the opportunity to appear before you 
to discuss S. Amdt. 579 and H.R. 316. As a member of the 
Commission’s staff, the views I express in this testimony 
are my own, and not those of the Chairman or of any indi-
vidual Commissioner, other than as specifically noted 
below. 
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I. BACKGROUND 

On February 23, 2001, the Commission issued original 
licenses to Summit Hydropower for the 373 kilowatt (kW) 
Upper and the 920 kW Lower Collinsville Hydro Projects, 
to be located at the Upper and Lower Collinsville Dams on 
the Farmington River, in Hartford County, Connecticut. 

Section 13 of the Federal Power Act requires that licens-
ees commence project Construction by the deadline estab-
lished in the license, which may be no longer than two 
years from the date of license issuance. The Commission 
may extend the deadline once, for no longer than two addi-
tional years. If construction does not timely commence, 
section 13 requires the Commission to terminate the li-
cense by written order. 

Consistent with section 13, Article 301 of the licenses for 
the Collinsville Upper and Lower Hydroelectric Projects re-
quired the licensee to commence project construction with-
in two years. On November 26, 2002, at the licensee’s re-
quest, the Commission issued the maximum allowable two- 
year extension, moving the commencement of construction 
deadline to February 23, 2005. 

Summit did not commence project construction by the 
deadline. Accordingly, by letter dated November 2, 2007, 
the Commission gave Summit notice of probable termi-
nation of the licenses. Summit did not reply to the notice. 
By order issued December 4, 2007, the Commission termi-
nated the project licensees. The licensee did not seek re-
hearing of the termination order, which therefore became 
final on January 3, 2008. 

II. S. AMDT. 579 AND H.R. 316 

S. Amdt. 579 and H.R. 316 would authorize the Commis-
sion to reinstate either or both of the licenses for the 
Upper and Lower Collinsville Projects, to extend for two 
years the commencement of construction deadline for the 
projects, and to transfer the license or licenses to the 
Town. As specified in S. Amdt. 579, the Town would be 
subject to the terms and conditions of the prior license(s) 
and both bills provide that the Commission will add to the 
license(s) any additional terms and conditions the Commis-
sion deems to be necessary. 

In addition, both bills provide that the Commission will 
supplement the environmental analysis prepared in con-
nection with the issuance of the prior licenses, to examine 
all new circumstances or information relevant to environ-
mental concerns relating to the reinstated licenses. 

Chairman Wellinghoff and the last several Commission 
Chairmen have taken the position of not opposing legisla-
tion that would extend the commencement of construction 
deadline no further than 10 years from the date that the 
license in question was issued. Where proposed extensions 
would run beyond that time, there has been a sense that 
the J n 16 public interest is better served by releasing the 
site for other public uses, that competition in the develop-
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ment of hydropower projects should be encouraged, and 
that environmental information may over time become 
stale. 

In this instance, the proposed extensions would run at 
least three years beyond 10 years from when the licenses 
for the Upper and Lower Collinsville Projects were issued. 
However, to Commission staffs knowledge, in the more 
than five years since the project licenses were terminated, 
no entity has sought to develop the projects or proposed 
other uses for the project sites, thus ameliorating concerns 
about competition or release of the sites. Moreover, be-
cause the bills specifically provide for the preparation of an 
updated environmental analysis, staleness of the environ-
mental record will not be an issue. In consequence, I am 
authorized to state that Chairman Wellinghoff does not op-
pose S. Amdt. 579 or H.R. 316. 

I would be pleased to answer any questions you may 
have. 

CHANGES IN EXISTING LAW 

In compliance with paragraph 12 of rule XXVI of the Standing 
Rules of the Senate, the Committee notes that no changes in exist-
ing law are made by H.R. 316, as ordered reported. 

Æ 
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120 STAT. 2643PUBLIC LAW 109–370—NOV. 27, 2006

LEGISLATIVE HISTORY—S. 435:

SENATE REPORTS: No. 109–189 (Comm. on Energy and Natural Resources).
CONGRESSIONAL RECORD:

Vol. 151 (2005): Dec. 16, considered and passed Senate.
Vol. 152 (2006): Nov. 13, considered and passed House.

Æ

Public Law 109–370
109th Congress

An Act
To amend the Wild and Scenic Rivers Act to designate a segment of the Farmington

River and Salmon Brook in the State of Connecticut for study for potential
addition to the National Wild and Scenic Rivers System, and for other purposes.

Be it enacted by the Senate and House of Representatives of
the United States of America in Congress assembled,

SECTION 1. SHORT TITLE.

This Act may be cited as the ‘‘Lower Farmington River and
Salmon Brook Wild and Scenic River Study Act of 2005’’.

SEC. 2. DESIGNATION OF ADDITIONAL SEGMENT OF FARMINGTON
RIVER AND SALMON BROOK IN CONNECTICUT FOR
STUDY FOR POTENTIAL ADDITION TO NATIONAL WILD
AND SCENIC RIVERS SYSTEM.

(a) DESIGNATION.—Section 5(a) of the Wild and Scenic Rivers
Act (16 U.S.C. 1276(a)) is amended by adding at the end the
following:

‘‘(139) LOWER FARMINGTON RIVER AND SALMON BROOK, CON-
NECTICUT.—The segment of the Farmington River downstream from
the segment designated as a recreational river by section 3(a)(156)
to its confluence with the Connecticut River, and the segment
of the Salmon Brook including its mainstream and east and west
branches.’’.

(b) TIME FOR SUBMISSION.—Not later than 3 years after the
date on which funds are made available to carry out this Act,
the Secretary of the Interior shall submit to Congress a report
containing the results of the study required by the amendment
made by subsection (a).

(c) AUTHORIZATION OF APPROPRIATIONS.—There are authorized
to be appropriated such sums as are necessary to carry out this
Act.

Approved November 27, 2006.

Reports.

Lower
Farmington
River and
Salmon Brook
Wild and Scenic
River Study Act
of 2005.
Conservation.
16 USC 1271
note.

Nov. 27, 2006

[S. 435]
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