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MANCHESTER — The 1919 murder
of a police officer during a train heist.
The creation of the nylon parachute. The
future mother of the Cheney Brothers’
handing a glass of water to President
George Washington.

There’s a treasure trove of history in
the Silk City, and it’s available right in
the Cheney National Historic District.

The Manchester Historical Society’s
many buildings — its offices on Pine
Street, its Cedar Street museum, the
Cheney Homestead, and Keeney
Schoolhouse on Hartford Road, to name
a few — play host to the humble origins
and surprising stories in Manchester’s
past.

And it’s all free to the public, though
donations are gladly accepted.

David Smith, curator of the Historical
Society, took a Journal Inquirer reporter
on a tour of the former silk mills, classic
schoolhouses, and 1798 home housing
some of Manchester’s finest memorabil-
ia.

At 175 Pine St., where the Historical
Society’s headquarters and offices are
located, the bottom floor hosts an old
machine shop full of classic machinery,
while the upstairs is being converted for
use as a museum.

The Pine Street building used to be a
machine shop for the larger Cheney silk
mills, Smith said, providing mainte-
nance for equipment but for the more
than 200 houses the family built for mill
workers.

The nucleus the Cheneys built in that
area — including the many mill build-
ings, houses, an early fire department
that’s now the Fire Museum, and several
schools — earned the neighborhood its
designation as a national historic land-
mark district. That’s the “cream of the
crop” for historic regulations, Smith said.

Downstairs, looms, buggies, and vari-
ous machine shop equipment, as well as
shoemaking equipment from former
Main Street landmark Nick’s Shoe Shop,
fill the floor. Not all of the equipment
originated in Manchester, but it was all
used at one time in the silk-making
process.

Smith said one of the oldest looms has
been restored, though there’s still work
left to be done before it can be success-
fully operated.

Displays include original Cheney
grandfather clocks and player organs.
Smith said a clock and organ were
donated last year after traveling from
Connecticut across the country, the clock
from Seattle and the organ from
Tennessee.

Also on display is a restored tandem
bicycle owned by William Madden’s
family. Madden was a former
Manchester police captain turned
Cheney security leader, murdered in
1919 by thieves who stole a silk ship-
ment from a railroad car.

That bicycle, Smith said, was once rid-
den to Worcester, Massachusetts, where
its riders competed in a bicycle race,
then returned to Manchester. That’s a
100-mile journey in one day, on early-
1900s roads.

An enlarged picture on a wall in the
future museum space shows Adeline
Gray, who tested the first nylon para-
chute in 1942. That type of parachute
was created and tested in Manchester
during World War II by Pioneer
Parachute Co., a company created by the
Cheneys.

About a block-and-a-half away, the
former Keeney School building at the
edge of Cedar Street and Cooper Hill
Street houses the Old Manchester
Museum, where displays in the former
two-room schoolhouse range from a
model of a classroom to the town’s many
former and current businesses.

Visitors can see light bulbs from
Mather Lighting, which began making
them soon after Thomas Edison invented
them, Smith said. Classic advertisements
from Bon Ami Soap, whose owner J.T.
Robertson became the namesake for
Robertson School, and a World War II-
era nylon parachute and camouflage
from Pioneer Parachute Co.

One of the most notable, and earliest,
pieces of Manchester History — from
the late 1700s, when the town was still
considered part of Hartford — is a dis-
play dedicated to the meeting between
Electa Woodbridge and President
George Washington. In 1781,
Washington stopped at the Woodbridge
Tavern, located in the area of
Woodbridge Pizza today, for a drink of
water.

Woodbridge, the tavern owner’s
daughter, brought Washington a cup of
water to quench his thirst. A reproduced
painting in the museum depicts the
young girl handing it to the nation’s first
president.

Woodbridge’s importance in
Manchester lore would only grow. She
later married George Cheney and gave
birth to the famed Cheney brothers, who
helped make the town what it is today.

A full exhibit in one room is dedicated
to the 100-year anniversary of World
War I and the roughly four dozen
Manchester men who died in that war.
Another exhibit shows Christopher
Spencer, a Cheney mill employee who
was an inventor in his spare time.

Spencer would create the repeating
rifle at the outset of the Civil War, which
received approval from Abraham
Lincoln himself after Frank Cheney con-
tacted Gideon Welles, Lincoln’s secre-
tary of the Navy. More than 100,000 of
those were sold to the military during
that war.

Smith added that the Manchester-
based invention played a role in another
piece of history. In the famed Battle of
the Little Bighorn, where General
George Custer made his last stand,
Custer’s men didn’t have repeating
rifles.
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Above, a model classroom has been set up with authentic desks, instructor’s
clothes, and a chalkboard complete with lessons to showcase the entire
schoolhouse experience. Below, classic buggies are on display alongside
looms and shoemaking equipment in the museum’s downstairs showroom.
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