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Haverhill, MA  -  Recently I stood on a corner of American history.  Here, on the north side of the Merrimack River, Haverhill was founded in 1640, although it was originally called Pentucket due to a local Indian tribe. The settlers actually purchased the land from the Indian tribe for the sum of 3 pounds, and 10 shillings.  Such peaceful activities were not typical over the next 100 years, as the Indians frequently kidnapped women and children.  In fact, one local woman, Hannah Dustin, was taken with her baby in mid-March of 1897, but managed to not only escape within 2 weeks, but also literally scalp 10 of her captors – but not before her baby had been slaughtered.

 It is difficult for most of us Americans to think of a place in our nation which was teeming with our ancestors nearly 400 years ago, but this part of the U.S. was one of the first British colonies.  The 12 original settlers were farmers, but within 50 years, the banks of the river were filled with sawmills and grist mills.  In the early 1800’s, boat yards and tanneries sprang up along the river, and soon, a thriving shoe manufacturing area was established. Just two years after its founding, the name of the city was changed to Haverhill, because many of the original settlers had come from Haverhill, England.
On this same corner, in June, 1775, a group of Minutemen militia rendezvoused on their way to the famous battle of Bunker Hill – one of the early battles in our Revolutionary War.  Although the British won the battle, it was only with far greater losses than the colonists, and became one of the classic examples of a Pyrrhic victory.  June 17 remains an official holiday here and in Boston, and is known as Bunker Hill Day (although most of the battle was actually fought on a nearby hill known as Breed’s Hill).
Once independence was gained, Haverhill became the center of a prosperous cattle trading business.  This led to the establishment of shoe manufacturing, so much so that by 1811, 20,000 pairs were being produced annually. Due to the proximity of the Merrimack and its abundant energy, hundreds of other shoe manufacturing operations began.  In just the next 20 years, the number of pairs of shoes being produced annually had grown to nearly 2 million.  By 1890, over 11,000 workers were employed here in the shoe industry and the city had become known as “The Queen Shoe City of the World.”  Haverhill’s dominance of the shoe market continued until its collapse during the Great Depression of the 1930’s.  Today, no shoes are manufactured here.
Many of the shoe manufacturing facilities remain standing, but are now being converted in condominiums and apartment buildings.  In fact, this seems to be the major growth industry here now.  Haverhill makes the ideal “bedroom community” for Boston, because is serviced by a downtown commuter train station into Boston, just 35 miles away.  There is a growing “cyber community” also taking shape in the historic downtown area, as the city attempts to reinvent itself.

There have been several interesting natives of Haverhill who have gone on to national fame.  Rowland Hussey Macy started his first department store here in 1851 and held his first parade here on July 4, 1854. [only 100 people came to the parade due to the heat that day!].  Macy sold his Haverhill store a few years later and moved to New York.  The rest is history.  Another notable Haverhill character was Louis B. Mayer, who opened his first cinema here in 1907.  Ten years later he moved to Los Angeles and founded the movie empire which became known as MGM.  The originator of the Archie comic strip, Bob Montana, began his cartoon career in 1941 using memories of his friends at Haverhill High School.  Most of the characters, Archie, Jughead, Veronica, and others in the strip were based on his high school friends.
My fondest memory of Haverhill has nothing to do with its history, its location, or its famous citizens, but rather an amazing bowl of clam chowder at a delightful place called Krueger’s, near the train station. Food, as always, trumps history!
I thought you might like to know.
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