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Counting from One to Nine 
   On September 28th, 1772, the men called to town meeting voted to empower the selectmen to divide Windsor into school 
districts, and to grant funds raised by taxes to support such schools as the district residents decided to build. The first school 
was known as Center School and later as Windsor Hill School, and over time the number of small district schools grew to 
nine. Bush School, established in 1850, was the last to close, continuing to educate students until 1936.  
 

Compiled and written by Susan Phillips 

Scholars at Center School, Windsor’s first school. Undated. 
Teacher (back row, center) identified as Miss Abercrombie. 

Windsor Historical Commission.     

“The Picturesque Period” 
  This model of dividing towns into districts was common in 
Massachusetts from the late 1700’s to about 1840 (though it was 
almost a century later that Windsor’s last small schoolhouse closed). 
In his 1905 history of public education in the state, professor George 
Martin termed this “the picturesque period.” That he meant this as no 
compliment is made clear by his other term for it: “the degenerate 
era.”  
  Martin’s point was that this was a haphazard approach to teacher 
selection and supervision; that financial support depended on the 
means and enthusiasm of district residents; that the schoolhouses 
were often rickety and unhealthy and poorly supplied. But most 
importantly, he believed that district schools could not educate boys to 
a level that would equip them for university.  
  Despite this reality, in Windsor the model proved durable. Both 
photographic and written records seem to uphold the view that 
whatever their shortcomings, these little schools were generally warm 
and supportive places for Windsor’s children to learn.  
  Among the advantages: schools within walking distance for pupils 
and teachers, and a fairly modest drain on the town treasury. 
Teachers boarded at the homes of their pupils, generally moving from 
home to home in proportion to the number of children each family had 
in the school. Families with children were expected to provide wood for 
the schoolhouse stove.  

EARLY WINDSOR SCHOOL FACTS 
A short year: Initially school was held for about three months in the 
winter. A summer session was added later.  

w 
From 1820 through 1834, the annual town appropriation for schools 
was $300, the same salary as that for the town minister. 

w 
In 1840, the monthly salary for a schoolmaster in Windsor was 
$18.23; for a schoolmistress, $9.03 (a clue as to why Windsor hired so 
many more women than men to teach?). 

w 
In 1869, Massachusetts forbade towns from using the district system. 
This did not end the one-room schools, but it returned responsibility 
for schooling to the Selectmen. Windsor’s first truancy law, passed in 
1896, required those between the ages of 5 and 16 to attend school for 
12 weeks each year – about the time today’s students have for 
vacation. 

HISTORICAL SIGNS  

Numbered according to district, the schools often 
had one or two names. The following six are part 

of Friends of Windsor’s historical sign project: 
           BROOKVALE SCHOOL, #2 
              HEMLOCK HILL SCHOOL (“Southwest”), #3 
           NORTHWOODS SCHOOL, #5 
           BUSH SCHOOL (“Northeast”), #6 
           HARDSCRABBLE SCHOOL (“Southeast”), #8 
           NO. 9 SCHOOL, #9 

Thank you to the Central Berkshire Fund of 
Berkshire Taconic Community Foundation for 

making this project possible! 



 

 

  
  
 
 
 
 
 

 

Hard to Reach, Harder to Leave 
  Viva Bates left her home in Huntington on a 
warm spring day of 1909 to take a post teaching 
in Windsor. She took a one-hour train ride to 
Dalton, and recalled, “Here was a different 
world. Snow was on the ground, and 
transportation was by horse and sleigh.” 
   Partway to Windsor, the sleigh broke down. 
The passengers waited until the driver could 
return with a new one. “We reached Windsor 
Hill and were told the mail would have to be 
changed…Well, we waited, and such a wait, and 
such weather, rain, snow, hail and wind. When 
the driver appeared he said, ‘I thought I 
wouldn’t come out until after the shower 
passed’…I said to myself, ‘If I ever get out of 
this place I’ll never come back.’”  
  But thanks to a warm welcome, a hot supper, 
and a schoolroom of pupils she described as “all 
bright,” Bates had a change of heart. More than 
40 years later, she retired as principal of the 
Crane Community School after a lifetime 
dedicated to Windsor children. 
  Bates taught for one year at Shaw, two years 
at Hemlock Hill, and three years at 
Northwoods.  
   “We made our ink from powder, sharpened 
pencils with a small pen knife…teachers swept 
floors, built fires in a low chunk stove. We 
climbed over barbed wire fences if roads were so 
drifted we couldn’t get through…“I loved it 
all…I am very proud of my Windsor girls and 
boys.”  
  Viva Bates lived to the age of 90, and died in 
her hometown of Huntington in 1974. 
This account was taken and condensed from the 

Windsor Bicentennial History compiled by 
Gabrielle Drew. 

 

Next up: Crane Community School! We want your photos,  your memories, and your input for this one, so 
please e-mail Susan Phillips at susanphillips57@gmail.com. Thank you!  

Northwoods School, one of three district schools where Viva Bates taught.  
Windsor Historical Commission (photo undated). 

The Final Bell  
   Isabelle Bird Kierstead, mother of Windsor’s consummate historian Jim 
Kierstead, was a student at the Bush School until it closed in 1936. At a 
1999 Windsor Homecoming, she shared her memories.  
   “For the water that we had to drink, when some of the older Vronsky 
children walked (to school) they stopped by a spring and got a bucketful 
and brought it in and put it in a stone jug and that’s what we drank. 
Everyone brought a cup from home and hung it on a peg. I walked to 
school, down through the woods, all by myself, from 1st grade. Not quite a 
mile…one of the things that was fun that we did was in December…we’d 
take our sleds to school, go up that hill that leads to Windigo, and slide 
down the hill.” 
   The Bush School students were in class most of the summer. Kierstead 
remembers a group of summer-camp children from Windsor Pond, being 
led on a hike to Windsor Jambs, surrounding the schoolhouse and peering 
in the windows. “They couldn’t believe we had school in August.”  

Bush School, Schoolhouse Road. Students fondly remember scrambling to Windsor 
Jambs during their lunch break, managing to get back by the time the bell rang. 

Windsor Historical Commission (photo undated). 

Viva Bates (photo undated) 


