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hen Pliny Freeman and his 
family lived in what is now our 
Freeman Farmhouse from 1828 
to 1851, it sat a little less than 

two miles south of Old Sturbridge Village, facing the 
road that runs from the center of Sturbridge to Union, 
Connecticut. Today it is called Haynes Street as it leaves 
the center of town, then becomes “Old Route 15” by 
the time it reaches the original location of the Freeman 
house, parallel with Route 84. When Freeman looked 
out his front door across that road, he saw his neighbor 
John Partridge Allen’s farm. A lane, now called Kelly 
Road, ran off to the east towards Allen’s house and 
barn. Pliny knew Allen’s farm well. Not only had 
Allen been a neighbor since the Freemans moved in, 
but Allen’s land had once brief ly belonged to Pliny’s 
brother Samuel, and before that to their father, Comfort 
Freeman. 

Like many farm families in Sturbridge, the Allens 
were caught up in the commercial revolution of the 
early 1800s. To make the money needed to buy a 
growing list of luxuries-turned-necessities, the Allens 
produced butter and cheese for sale, and raised sheep so 
that they could sell wool to area textile mills. Besides 
farming, the Allen household also made and sold 
cloth. John Partridge Allen also made shoes for distant 
markets, attaching soles and heels to pre-sewn uppers. 
He was one of fifty Sturbridge residents who did so in 
the 1830s. Since no outbuildings on his own property 
had sufficient light for such work, quite likely Allen 
made those shoes in a workshop on Freeman’s farm, 
alongside Pliny’s son-in-law John May, who had married 
Pliny’s daughter Delia in 1833. 

In 1831 John Partridge Allen added a large 

woodshed near his house, with shelter for pigs below it. 
That was not an uncommon arrangement for farmers in 
this area. Deed records indicate an earlier woodshed on 
the farm had also served such a dual purpose.

Keeping pigs was an important activity on most 
early New England farms. Even some families that did 
not farm kept a pig or two. Swine are efficient meat 
producers, growing from a few pounds to a few hundred 
pounds in less than a year. Pigs are also relatively easy to 
keep. They could be cheaply fed on farm and household 
waste, especially “dairy wash:” the whey, skim-milk 
and butter-milk left over from the making of butter and 
cheese, important products of most early 19th-century 
New England farms. As a result, pork was the most 
common meat in the Yankee diet. 

In the 1700s, most New England farmers let 
their pigs forage freely in the forests and roadsides. 
These were raw-boned, lank-sided, and long-snouted 
creatures, able to fend for themselves. Indeed, even into 
the 1830s and beyond most American cities outside of 
New England, including New York and Cincinnati, 
allowed pigs to roam the streets at will.

From about the 1790s, growing demand for pork 
led to the popularity of improved porcine breeds 
with small bones and short legs. These included the 
Chinese, Leicestershire, Byfield, Russia, Bedford, 
and Irish Grazier breeds. Some farmers in Sturbridge 
favored a Grass-fed and Leicestershire cross called the 
Rose, a white pig with a blaze on the back. The most 
popular new breed in the 1830s was the Berkshire 
(from Berkshire, England), a reddish-brown pig with 
black spots (or sometimes black with white points). The 
Berkshires were so fat that they could not be driven on 
the hoof to urban markets, as was the common practice 
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with most livestock in the early 1800s, but had to be 
butchered on site and the pork shipped in barrels. 

We do not know what specific type of pigs Allen, 
Freeman, or most Sturbridge farmers kept, but by the 
1820s most towns in this area had banned pigs from 
running at large. Roaming pigs too often damaged 
crops, and so were instead kept in pens. Increased dairy 
production and the resulting surplus of whey, skim and 
butter-milk as pig-feed further facilitated the penning 
of swine. Keeping pigs confined also allowed valuable 
manure to be saved for fertilizing farm fields.

Most early New England 
farmers did not breed their 
own pigs but bought a couple 
of piglets each spring, and in 
the fall butchered what had 
grown into a couple of fat hogs 
weighing between 200 and 400 
pounds apiece. Pigs not needed 
for family consumption were 
sold in the fall to drovers, who 
walked them to urban markets. 
However, some farmers had to 
keep an adult boar and a few 
sows as breeders to supply their 
neighbors with feeder piglets 
come April.

One of the relatively few Sturbridge farmers who 
bred pigs was John Partridge Allen. He was usually 
taxed for more pigs than most, although precisely how 
many swine any farmer had is impossible to know, 
because only animals over six months old were subject 
to tax. In 1837 or 1838, Allen added one more structure 
to his farm to make the raising of pigs easier and more 
efficient: a two-bay, 14’ x 15’ timber-framed piggery, 
built into a slope just south of his house and barn. 
Perhaps Allen hired his neighbor Pliny Freeman, a 
carpenter, to build it for him. But because Allen’s and 
Freeman’s account books have not survived, we can 
never know for sure who built Allen’s piggery. 

Allen’s new farm building was the “state of the 

art” in porcine accommodations. It incorporated most 
of the features recommended in early 19th-century 
agricultural periodicals like Thomas G. Fessenden’s 
popular weekly, The New England Farmer, along with 
English advice books like Robert Henderson’s Treatise of 
the Breeding of Swine. Such publications combined advice 
along with anecdotal examples and testimonials of  
other farmers.

What was the piggery like? A stone-lined well for 
ready access to fresh water was just outside the door into 
the Allen Piggery. Inside the door was a brick hearth to 

support a large cast-iron set-
kettle. Period advice literature 
recommended cooked grains, 
potatoes, pumpkins, and various 
root vegetables such as carrots, 
turnips, and mangelwurzels – 
either boiled or steamed - for 
fattening swine in the fall. The 
f loor of that first bay was paved 
with f lat, dry-laid stones around 
the hearth. Against the interior 
wooden wall dividing the two 
bays were two chutes to convey 
slop to hungry porkers below. 
Stairs against that wall led a few 
steps up into the second bay. 

That upper level held a granary with wooden bins for 
storing dry feed. Enclosed shelter for pigs was located 
below the granary, with two sliding exterior doors 
opening vertically to allow access to the sty.

John Partridge Allen suffered a fatal stroke in 1843. 
His farm was sold to pay his debts, and it passed through 
many hands over the years. In the early 1990s OSV 
researchers extensively studied and documented the 
Allen house, barn, and piggery. The piggery is one of a 
very few of its type in New England that has survived, 
albeit with some replaced elements and significant 
decay. In 2014 the piggery was generously donated to 
Old Sturbridge Village by local businessman and OSV 
Overseer Gary Galonek and his wife, Beckie.  

Still shots from time-lapse video of the Piggery documentation and dismantling in preparation for the move to the Village.



Call 508-347-0300 or email 
development@osv.org if you 
want to support the Village 
Piggery Project.

 

The Galoneks donated the building in memory of longtime Sturbridge teacher 
Alice Kelly, who taught at the Center School and was the last person to live 
in the Kelly Road farmhouse. Carpenters from the Village Maintenance 
department carefully disassembled the piggery to save it from the further 
depredations of nature and vandals, labeling each beam and brace as they went. 

We will soon begin to restore and re-erect the Allen Piggery here at 
Old Sturbridge Village and return it to its original purpose. Appropriately it 
will become part of our Pliny Freeman farm, built into the slope off the road 
between the Freeman kitchen garden and the Brooks pottery shop. Some of its 
decayed oak and pine timbers will have to be copied and replaced, although 
we will retain as many original beams as possible. Replacements will either be 
cut at our water-powered sawmill or hand-hewn by costumed historians, as 
appropriate to each timber. Our historically costumed carpenters will then cut 
the mortise and tenon joints to fasten pieces together before the frame is raised 
back up on a new foundation. The original siding and roofing on the piggery 
were replaced sometime in the 20th century, so boards cut in our “up and 
down” sawmill will be used to side and roof the structure. Cedar shingles will 
then be applied to the roof. 

Restoring a historic structure is a more involved process than building a 
new one. Some concessions will have to be made to 21st-century rules and 
regulations, as well as in a few practical matters. Still, we hope to make the 
project as educational as possible. Since each step along the way will be part of 
a public demonstration, things will not go quickly. Our costumed carpenters 
will not refuse to answer visitors’ questions in order to meet a deadline!

When the Allen Piggery is finally completed, it will welcome new porcine 
residents to what would have been very agriculturally progressive living 
quarters for the 1830s. We are not yet sure if we will resume breeding our 
own pigs, but the Allen Piggery can accommodate more animals than our 
current simple pig shed and sty. The new building could very well supply pork 
for our historic foodways programming and be incorporated along with the 
other animals tended at the Village. We hope that John Partridge Allen and his 
neighbor Pliny Freeman, as well as their pigs, would be pleased. We know our 
visitors will be!
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