The Doorstep Mystery

Mysterious and captivating excerpt from “Boylston Veterans of the Revolutionary
War- The Alarm of 1775 by Patricia Kelleher Bartram, Nancy O’Loughlin
Filgate, James Flagg, Merry Hill, and Victoria Triolo. Sergeant Timothy Whitney,
served as a member of Captain Robert Andrews Company of Minutemen when the
Alarm was sounded in April 1775. Timothy Whitney also honorably served as a
Constable, Commissioner and as a Selectman for our town. Yet our Revolutionary
War veteran’s life was examined closely years after his death when human bones
were discovered under the doorstep of the family home on the Northborough Road.

Mr. George L. Wright (1856-1943) was a well-known Town Historian who served Boylston as its
Town Clerk, Selectman, Moderator, Librarian, local Teacher, Surveyor, and Justice of the Peace
for 60 years. As Town Clerk for 42 years, Mr. Wright recorded and preserved a vast amount of
information relevant to the earlier days of the town’s people and history.

At one time in particular, Mr. Wright was personally involved with a mystery which had occurred
several years earlier at the Central Street property once owned by the Whitney family. This first
parcel of the property at the crossing of the road to Berlin and the Boylston to Northborough roads,
had been acquired by Timothy Whitney on 11 February 1771.! The property was sold by the
Whitneys to Peter Babcock on 15 March 1815.%2 Then in 1839, Babcock sold it the Jonathan Fassett
Jr. the brother-in law of Timothy Whitney. Fassett eventually sold the farm to Deacon Moses
Brigham who sold it in 1847 to the Town of Boylston to establish an Almshouse. This property is
now at 119 Central Street in Boylston.
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There were three major renovations made to the property during the period between 1875 and 1886
while it was under the ownership by the Town of Boylston. The first project was to build a barn
60’ x 40’ with a slate roof and a cupola. This renovation had been approved at a Town Meeting
on 5 April 1875. The second major renovation took place after a vote at the 5 April 1880 Town
Meeting where funds had been approved to make renovations to the old section and the building
of a new ell onto the existing building. It was the second construction project that drew great query
and led people to analyze the lives of the Whitney family.

Sometime during the eleven months between April 1880 and March 1881, while excavating the
cellar and foundation for the new structure, the laborers had occasion to remove a huge stone door
step. The somewhat rectangular stone measured 2°4” x 4°5” x 1°, and was estimated to weigh in
excess of 1500 pounds. As the workers removed the massive granite slab front entry stone, beneath
it, they found a mass of bones. They did not find an intact skull, but rather small pieces of bones,
stated in town history to be probably pieces of the skull, teeth, leg, arm and rib bones.

The bones were brought to Mr. George L. Wright. who even then was known for his keen interest
in the history of Boylston. He in turn brought the bones to Dr. Franklin W. Brigham, who served
as the town’s physician from 1865 to 1899. Dr. Brigham after examining the bones came to the
conclusion that they were human remains. The bones were then sent to the Harvard Medical School
in Boston, Suffolk County, Massachusetts for further testing. The report Mr. Wright received from
the school indicated that the bones were those of a female, around 20 to 25 years old, and that the
victim had apparently died around 80 years before, making her death circa 1800.

Since the gruesome discovery, beginning with Wright himself, the Whitney family has been under
intense scrutiny, trying to determine the family’s involvement.

This is a copy of a letter from Mr. Wright, Town of Boylston historian to the Town of Shrewsbury’s
historian, Hiram Harlow. Here are the details which have come down to us from Mr. Wright
himself.

! Deeds, Massachusetts Land Records, Worcester County, Massachusetts, 1871, Volume 65, Page 235, digital
image, familysearch.org
2 Deeds, Massachusetts Land Records, Worcester County, Massachusetts, 1815 Volume 196, Page 16, digital
image, familysearch.org




Boylston, Mass, Sept. 22, 1941

“Dear friend Hiram, Have you ever looked up the history of the Lieut[enant].
Timothy Whitney place which later became the Peter Babcock place and
which at the time of the latter’s death came into the possession of Fawcett
[Jonathan Fassett Jr] and then later Deac[on]. Moses Brigham and was
conveyed by him to the Town of Boylston and owned by the Town for about
75 years until it was sold to Chester A. Smith about 1921, where the present
ell was built sometime about 1880-1890.

In excavating for the foundations and cellar of this new ell, the workmen came
across some bones that were apparently buried beneath the doorstone. They
did not find any skull but some small pieces as such might have been skull
plates, but they did find plenty other bones vertebrae, organs and rib bones.
I have some of them now which I showed to Dr. F.W. Brigham [Dr. Franklin
W. Brigham] who pronounced them human bones and some of them were sent
to The Harvard Medical School and were declared by the professors there to
be the bones of a woman.

I'was told at the time by the late Mr. William H. Moore that some time about
1800 a woman disappeared from the Whitney family and never seen after or
even heard of, and that enough belief at the moment of her disappearance was
that she had left her husband who was one of the Whitney sons and returned
to her former house in New Hampshire, ???? said that from that time the
affairs of the Whitneys [ ] He, Timothy Whitney began drinking heavily and
soon lost his place. I would like to know where Timothy Whitney was living
at the time of his death. Ward’s History of Shrewsbury is exceedingly obscure
in the matter of this family.

He gives Lieut[enant]. Timothy Whitney as a son of Daniel and says he was
born in 1743, and [his wife] Miss Catharine dauf[ghter] of Nathaniel
Davenport who was born in 1746 and that their first child Shadrach was born
in 1760 [1770] and their second child Levi was born 1772[Levi was actually
their third child; Levi was their second son], another son Timothy born 1783
married Rowena dau[ghter]. of Dr. Samuel and Mary Ball Brigham. She was
born according to the Brigham Family History in 1789 and died in Boylston
1839. They had a family of 14 children.

The Brigham History gives Sophia Brigham as the eighth child of Dr. Samuel
Brigham, born 1803, was first [married a Mr.] ---- New England Historical
& Genealogical Register and [married] 2nd Shadrach Whitney, a brother of
Timothy Jr., who married her sister Rowena. This statement and Ward’s
conflict and show Shadrach Whitney was forty-three years old when his wife
Sophia Brigham was born so I infer she was his second wife but I do not know
who his first wife was and have not been able so far to find any record of Mr
Shadrach Whitney at one time lived on the place adjoining the old Whitney
farm on the Northeast. This place was early known as the Joslin Place it was
owned at one time by Dr. John Andrews although he never lived there, and
also by Otis Flagg whose wife was another of Dr. Samuel Brigham’s
daughters, there by Stephen B. Brigham a son of Dr. Samuel and was followed
by Augustus W. Wright my uncle whose wife Maria was a daughter of Stephen
B. Brigham. I have descriptions of lands owned by Shadrach Whitney after
the year 1800, I remember Dennis Whitney and his sister Mrs. Fawcett who
lived on the George A. Vickery place when I was a small boy but I do not as
vet find their record of John Whitney born 1785 and was unmarried and was
I thought a brother of Dennis’. This John is given by Ward as one of the
children of Lieut. Timothy.
Very Truly
Geo[rge] Wright

So, who was the missing female whose bones were found under the doorstep? Historian George
L. Wright had interviewed Dennis Whitney, a cousin of the Whitneys, as well as Mr. Augustus
Wright, the son-in-law of Stephen Brigham.

“According to their recollections sometime around 1800 a wife of one of the
Whitney boys (the sons of Timothy, Sr) had disappeared. Her absence was
explained away by the story that she had left her husband and had gone to live
in New Hampshire with her family.”’

Was it her bones that were found beneath the doorstep years later? As of the date, no marriage
record has been found for the Whitney boys prior to 1800, however, today’s research does
substantiate that there were indeed two unidentified females residing in the Whitney household in
the 1800 Federal Census of Boylston. The unresolved mysteries as to the identities of the young
women living in the Whitney household in 1800 as well as those of the young woman whose bones
were found under the doorstep are left for future researchers. To definitively uncover the identity
of the woman, one must also ascertain if in the late 1800’s, based on forensic anthropological
scientific procedures of that time, which would have relied on basic visual observations of bone
development stages, was it conceivable after 80 years to determine from these skeletal remains,
the age of the individual and the precise year of death?

For more information about this veteran’s life and military service as well those of his fellow
veterans, stop by the Historical Society to read the latest publication “Boylston Veterans of the
Revolutionary War- The Alarm of 1775!”
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