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THE JONATHAN THORNTON HOUSE

by Louis McGowan

The following site in northwestern
Johnston was visited by Society members, Pat
Macari, Louis Ullucci, and Louis McGowan. We
walked and drove the whole area because we
knew that a massive home-building project
would soon transform a landscape that had

little changed in recorded time.

It is always with mixed feelings that I
visit our ancient historical sites. Over the
past three years I have been to this particular
area a number of tiﬁes. The quiet beauty of its
undisturbed woods impressed me greatly. There
was little evidence that man has ever spent
much time here. A stone wall wound its way
in places across the terrain, but the remains
of only one dwelling was to be found in the
whole 165 acres. Finding old remains like
this house ruin always brings a little sadness
to me. Some of our ancestors spent their lives
here, working hard to make a 1iving off the
land. Who will ever know their story? What
joys and sorrows befell them while they
resided here? A beautiful little cemetery
nearby hints that the Thornton family once
owned the farm (the northern 90 acres of the
165 acre piece). Historical research backs
up this conjecture. Precious little other
than this will probably ever be determined.
Already a modern house has erased much of the
ruins, and soon only the cemetery and a few
lines in the Town records will show any evi-
dence of what was once the Jonathan Thornton

farm.

Looking at the 1870 Beers map of Johnston,
in the middle of the area surrounded by Hop-
kins, Greenville, Brown, Hartford, and Winsor
Avenues, one sees only 14 or 15 dwellings. In
the middle of that huge area was a house
labeled, "M.Winsor".

house at that time, having acquired the prop-

Martin Winsor owned the

erty between 1858 and 1863 from Daniel, Sarah,
and Olive Thornton, the children of Jonathan
and Sarah Thornton. Martin was a great-grand-
son of the second Reverend Samuel Winsor, the
It

is not known if Jonathan built the house but

first of his family to live in this area.

it appears he lived there for quite some

time before his death in 1831, at age 86 years.
As far back as 1773 he owned land in the region
and a February 25, 1792 deed from Cesa Sheldon

does mention a dwelling house.
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After Jonathan's death his children contin-
ued to run the farm, which numbered about 90
acres. Daniel Thornton, his wife Abbey, and
his two sisters, Sarah and Olive, all lived
there. It appears that Daniel and Abby had
no children. His will mentions none and none
are buried in the family cemetery. As fur-
ther proof, the property passed out of the
family. 1In 1858 things started changing
for the Thornton family. In February, Olive
drew up her will, leaving her 1/3 share of
She died two

Daniel, in Nov-

the farm to Martin Winsor.
years later in April, 1860.
ember, 1858, sold his 30 acre share in the
farm, also to Martin, who on the same day,
leased it back to Daniel. Daniel, 75 years
old at the time, possibly needed money to
keep the farm going. He died in 1864.

Sarah Thornton, the remaining sister, deeded
her 30 acres over to Martin Winsor in 1863,
with the stipulation that Martin let her live
in the house and provide her with "a comfor-
table maintenance". She lived for ten more
years, dying in 1873 in her 93rd. year.

A 1937 deed refers to the property as the
homestead estate of Martin Winsor, so it is
assumed that Martin took over running the
farm after Sarah died in 1873 (although the
possibility exists that Martin ran it before
this, providing space in the house for Sarah,
as specified in her deed to him). Martin, the
son of Serrill and Sarah(Andrews)Winsor, died
in 1906, leaving thg farm to his children,
Ferdinand Winsor, Martin Chase Winsor, Maria
F. (Winsor)Mowry, and Emma C.(Winsor)Winsor.
The property, in turn, passed to Paul and
Fannie San Souci in 1937, at which time the
cellar-hole of the old Daniel Thornton house
was mentioned. The San Soucis sold the farm,
now labeled Plat 60, Lot 1, of 89 acres, to
James Verde in 1957, James in 1988 sold the
old Jonathan Thornton farm, along with other
land for a total of 165 acres, to Westbound

Associates, a Massachusetts firm. Realty
Resources, a Rhode Island corporation, is

¥

their sole partner. They are developing
Westbound Estates, their property extending
from Hartford Avenue to Winsor Avenue.

Not much will survive of the Thornton home-
stead farﬁ. The remaining portion of the
cellar-hole will almost surely be filled.
The well and a circular gathering of stones
(a pen? - an eclosure about 30 feet across
with a wall 40 inches wide and 32 inches
high) are gone already. Some of the maze
of stone walls will remain. The féte of

a stretch of cattle run is unknown. It

leads away from the.house foundation toward the
north-east and consists of double stone walls
about 20 feet apart and 200 feet long. It would
have been used to take the cattle from the
barn to the grazing fields.

Time does march on, though, and the final
chapter appears to be unfolding in the story
of Jonathan Thornton's homestead. We hope that
when the new residents of the area visit the
cemetery, they will think back to the people
who farmed the area many years ago anﬁ helped

to build the town they now live in.
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Sources:

Johnston Town Records--
Book of Deeds: Bk 9, pg282; Bk 15 pg 602&
620; Bk 19, pg 251; Bk 53, pg 540; Bk 86

IR

T

pg 206; Bk 221, pg 268.
Probate Records:
Wills of Olive and Daniel Thornton, at
Providence City Hall.
Wills of Martin Winsor and Maria F.
Mowry, at Johnston Town Hall.
Recorded Plats: #268 & #274.
Book of Deaths: Book # 1, 1898 to 1921.

THORNTON CEMETERY

This cemetery, located on the Jonathan
Thornton farm, is in very fine condition
with beautifully crafted stone walls on
the north and east sides. The south and
west sides are marked by granite posts
and iron rails. The north and south
sides measure approximently 35 feet,
while the other walls are about 30 feet
in length. There are eight burials.

The site is not designated as a his-
torical cemetery. It does appear,

though, in Arnold's Johnston Cemeteries.

The burials:

1) Abbey Thornton, wife of Daniel
Thornton; died 16April, 1848 in 46th
yr.; marble with footstone in place.

2) Daniel Thornton died 16 Dec.
1864 in82th yr.; marble with foot-
stone lying on ground.

3) Sarah Thornton, wife of Jonathan
Thornton, died Dec. 1, 1830, age 88 yr.

slate with willow tree, footstone in place

4) Jonathan Thornton, died Jan 2,1831

age 86 years; slate with willow tree, foot-

stone on ground.

5) Daniel B. Latham, died Mar 6, 1842
in 18th yr.; marble with footstone in
place.

6) Olive Thornton died April 21, 1860
in her 82th yr.; marble with footstone on
ground.

7) Sarah Thornton died June 15, 1873
in her 93rd year; marble with footstone
lying on ground.

8) Rhoda Thornton, born Feb 6, 1786.
died May 4, 1828 in her 43rd year; slate
with willow tree and urn, footstone in
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SOCIETY DOINGS

Frank Spencer, during a September 1992
meeting, showed us his second slideshow on
"01d-Time Scituate". He is an excellent
speaker, able to both entertain and educate,
and we much appreciate having him come to our -
headquarters.

On December 6, 1992, fifteen members attended
our annual Christmas party. The house was beau-
tifully decorated with greens by Melissa Bailey,
Jennifer McGowan, and Michael McGowan. It was
We had

a lot of fun discussing Johnston history, look-

great to see everyone that showed up.

ing aTold postcards, and just socializing. For
all those who couldn't attend we hope to see you
at our next get-together.

Plans are being made for a spring dinner and
a spring flea market. If you can help, please

contact us (Louis McGowan, 232-2996).
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Renewal = MNew __  Gift

%$7.00 Individual
$7.00 Family
$10.00 Company
$25.00 "Histprical Notes®
benefactor
Building Fund
donation

Total enclosed. check or
Money Order to Johnston
Historical Society.
Membership is tay—deductible as
a contribution to a non—-profit
educational organization.
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Do you think they'll notice that we colored
in the pictures of the new Historical Notes?
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