
 A Glimpse of Life at the Turn of 
the Century–Mary Keniston Lett ers
Rita Norander

This is part four of a fi ve part series.
INTRODUCTION

My next two articles will be the last in a 
series of fi ve articles which give a glimpse 
into the life and times of the Robie fam-
ily of East Andover, NH. In my April & 
May articles, the year was 1902, and Nan-
nie Robie (my grandmother) was writing 
to her brother, Robert Robie, who was 
working away from home as a hired hand. 
In the Beacon’s holiday issue, my article 
contained excerpts from the 1916 diary 
of Robert’s wife, Blanche Hersey Robie. 
These last two articles will take a look 
at letters written to Robert by his cousin, 
Mary Keniston. The letters and diary used 
for these articles was saved by Robert & 
Blanche’s daughter, Edith Robie Richards, 
who in turn gave them to my mother. 
BACKGROUND INFORMATION

These fi ve letters were written by 
Mary over a span of 21 years (1896 to 
1917). Robert would have been 17 when 
the fi rst letter was written, and I’m guess-
ing Mary was a similar age. Mary, her 
sister Eva and their parents lived in Hill, 
not far from Danbury and S. Alexandria. 
Because they didn’t live in the Andover/
Franklin area, as most of my Keniston 
relatives did, I wasn’t familiar with this 
branch of the family. I’m glad these let-
ters enabled me to learn about them, and 
their lives at the turn of the 20th century. 
EXCEPTS FROM THE LETTERS

Oct. 25, 1896 - Hill, N.H.
My Dear Cousin, 
 I received your very welcomed let-

ter a few days ago and was very much 
surprised. Did you have any snow down 
your way last Tuesday? It snowed real 
hard here. 

We have our corn all husked. We have 
278 shocks and the number of bushels of 
corn is about 130. We have our apples all 
picked and our garden products all gath-
ered in. We were not quite a week husking 
our corn. We had one evening’s help - Mr. 
Horner, his wife, Mr. Pillsbury and Arthur 
Jewett. I think we have done pretty well, 
and we girls did not stay out of school any 
to help - only worked nights and Saturdays. 

 Sadie D. has not forgot the game of 
tag! Eva is ready for a game of checkers 
again. I have not played hide and seek 
since that time, but have played tag at 
school and have great times playing 
drop the handkerchief. (It sounds as if 
they had recently visited each other.)

Tell the girls (Robert’s 4 sisters) 
that Eva should like them to write very 
much. Write me soon. Give our love to 
all and accept a share for yourself. Truly 
Your Cousin, Mary E. Keniston

June 11, 1900
 Dear Cousin Robert,
I received your very kind letter on 

June 1st, but have been very busy. We are 
going to plant our fodder corn this after-
noon - have all our other planting done. 
We have 2 acres of fi eld corn, 3/4 acres 
of potatoes and a large garden. Papa has 
sowed 2 pieces of oats. He has not hired a 
man to help him do the spring work. We 
girls and Mamma have helped him. Have 

you a lot of little chicks? We have 45. 
Harrie’s folks have about 170 chickens. 
We would be very pleased to have you 
and Nannie come up and make us a visit. 
I should like to come over, but fear I can’t 
this summer, as Papa has to work the Bay 
horses all the time, and I couldn’t drive 
Mack. We come as often as we can, but 
we girls have no Brother to go with us. 

We all are very sorry to hear of your 
Father losing his horse. We know how 
it is to lose a horse, as we have had that 
happen in our family, and it is rather 
hard to give them up.

Mamma and Eva have been to 
Danbury this morning. Papa and Mam-
ma are going to Franklin tomorrow.

I expect to go away to work about 
the fi rst of July, and shall have to work 
until about October. You can call and 
see me. Of course it won’t be like home 
is to me, but I’m near home and can go 
home every Sunday afternoon. (I think 
she worked in Danbury.) 

I am thinking of having a party the 
23rd of June 1900, and I will want you 
and Nannie to come. You can bring 
who else you please. If I have one, it is 
to be a surprise for Papa.

 I don’t want the Bobcat (!?) for my-
self, but maybe will take it and give it a 
good home in Danbury. How large is it?

Must close. Write often. With love to 
all, Mary Edyth Keniston

March 26, 1902 - Danbury, NH
Dear Cousin Robert,
What lovely weather we are having. 

It looks like an early Spring. Our snow 
is gone and we are on wheels (wagons 
instead of sleighs). We have a little lamb 
we would like to give to you. It is a twin 
and an ewe. She is one week old and has 
learned to nurse on a bottle. If you want 
her, come and get her as soon as possible. 

Robert, will you please ask your 
Mother to send me the measure of her 
neck on her new dress. I can’t make the 
collar until I have the measurement.

We have 50 trees tapped, and they run 
pretty well! How many have you? We lost 
a nice calf yesterday. Don’t know what the 
matter was. In less than two hours from 
the time it was fed, it was dead. 

Mr. & Mrs. Horner and Charlie were 
up today and ate dinner with us. Charlie 
is painting his house. 

 We did not get the notice in time to 
go to Blanche’s (??) funeral. We were 
sorry not to be able to go. Did you go? 
We all have our sympathy for them.

 Papa saw Mr. Litchfi eld about the 
hay, but he had sold his. The snow went 
so quick that Papa has not seen Mr. Pe-
ters. There has been no sledding (sleigh 
season was over, and it was mud sea-
son!) since they were down, and so you 
couldn’t have hauled it now. 

With best regards from all, to all. 
Write soon or come and get the lamb. 
(Apparently he did, as Nannie wrote 
about it in her July 1902 letter to Rob-
ert.) Sincerely Your Cousin, Mary 
Edyth Keniston 

(To be continued in a future edition.)
 

Many Properties Added to NH 
State Register of Historic Places

Press release
The New Hampshire Division of 

Historical Resources is pleased to an-
nounce that the State Historical Re-
sources Council has added nine prop-
erties to the New Hampshire State 
Register of Historic Places.

The State Register has helped to 
promote the signifi cance of many his-
toric properties across New Hampshire. 
Benefi ts of being listed on the State 
Register include:

• Acknowledgment of a property’s 
historical signifi cance in the com-
munity.

• Special consideration and relief 
from some building codes and reg-
ulations; and

• Designation of a property as his-
torical, which is a pre-qualifi cation 
for many grant programs, including 
Conservation License Plate grants 
and New Hampshire Land and 
Community Heritage Investment 
Program (LCHIP) grants.

The following are the most recent 
additions to the New Hampshire State 
Register of Historic Places:

Simple in design, St. Joseph’s Ro-
man Catholic Church in Bartlett served 
primarily French-Canadian families 
who came to the area to work in the 
railroad and logging industries. It was 
integral to social and religious life in the 
community from the time it was built in 
1891 until it was closed in 1999.

Built in 1881, the Gilsum Engine 
Company No. 1 Engine House is part of 
the town’s long history of investing in 
fi re protection. Unusually large in rela-
tion to Gilsum’s population, it doubled 
as a hearse house in early years and re-
mained in use until a modern fi re sta-
tion was built in 1965.

The Landgon Congregational Church 
was funded and constructed in 1842 by 
the same Congregational organization 
that owns it today. Its prominent bell 
tower and windows topped with blind 
lancet-shaped arches are Gothic Revival 
elements of a predominantly Greek Re-
vival building.

The Lee Toolshed was built in 1915 
behind the town hall as a centralized 
storage facility for the town’s increas-
ingly larger road maintenance equip-
ment. From 1923 through the mid-
1940s, it also provided town-sponsored 
overnight accommodations for tran-
sients passing through town, becoming 
locally known as a “tramp room.”

From the time it was built in 1846, 
the Lee Town Hall has served a vari-

ety of functions, including as the town’s 
government center, library and school. 
Architecturally, it is signifi cant as an 
example of a mid-nineteenth century 
brick Greek Revival style building with 
a granite foundation.

Meriden Grange is simple in design, 
but has several features unusual for a 
grange building, including a gambrel 
roof and a fi re escape chute that was 
repurposed from a nearby elementary 
school. It has served as a social gather-
ing place for the village from the time it 
was built in 1910.

The large Classical Revival Nashua 
YMCA was built in 1912-1913 specifi -
cally to provide social, recreational, re-
ligious and residential services in New 
Hampshire’s second largest city. After 
its establishment in 1868, the growth of 
the YMCA corresponded to the grow-
ing number of young men moving to 
Nashua to work in the city’s industries. 

The Gothic Revival style St. Mat-
thew’s Church in Sugar Hill was con-
structed for the village’s summer com-
munity in 1893. It was designed by 
nationally prominent architect Fred-
erick C. Withers, whose only other 
known New Hampshire commission is 
St. Thomas Church in Hanover.

A landmark for more than two 
centuries in Swanzey’s Westport Vil-
lage, Rixford Place has been home to a 
wheelwright, mill owner, farmers and 
cattle dealers. The center chimney post 
and beam cape with attached ell and 
carriage shed was a tourist home from 
1930-1943.

 Anyone wishing to nominate a 
property to the New Hampshire State 
Register of Historic Places must re-
search the history of the nominated 
property and document it on an indi-
vidual inventory form from the New 
Hampshire Division of Historical Re-
sources. Having a property listed in 
the Register does not impose restric-
tions on property owners. For more 
information, visit nh.gov/nhdhr.

New Hampshire’s Division of Histor-
ical Resources, the State Historic Pres-
ervation Offi  ce, was established in 1974. 
The historical, archaeological, archi-
tectural and cultural resources of New 
Hampshire are among its most impor-
tant environmental assets. Historic pres-
ervation promotes the use, understand-
ing and conservation of such resources 
for the education, inspiration, pleasure 
and enrichment of New Hampshire’s cit-
izens. For more information, visit nh.gov/
nhdhr or call 603-271-3483. 
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