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Introduction





There is nothing quite like downing a pint in the snug tavern of a centuries-old colonial inn. The creaky floorboards, rough-hewn beams, and the smell of wood smoke—it is a classic New England experience.


The six-state region that is New England—Massachusetts, Vermont, New Hampshire, Maine, Rhode Island, and Connecticut—is home to some of America’s oldest inns and taverns, and they are also among the most historic and storied public houses in the country.


New England can lay claim as the home of many of the patriots of the American Revolution, colonial A-listers if you will, known by every school child in America: Paul Revere, John Hancock, John Adams, and Ethan Allen. And the entire region is dotted with landmarks and historical sites that celebrate critical battles: Boston’s Freedom Trail, Lexington’s Minuteman National Park, Fort Griswold State Park—all part of the path to American Independence.


It is amazing to think that the first whispers of the American Revolution were discussed within the walls of many of these surviving taverns and inns. Boston’s Union Oyster House, Concord’s Colonial Inn, and the Equinox in Manchester, Vermont, have all seen their share of rabble-rousing hell-raisers.


New Englanders share a profound sense of pride in their role in shaping America’s history. So perhaps it is not all that surprising that so many of the region’s historic colonial inns and taverns have been preserved from modernity’s raid.


Each of these inns and taverns has a past—and really long ones at that. Some of these buildings date back to the 1600s. You’ll find them throughout the region: on the village greens of out-of-the past hamlets; down twisting lanes of farms that are far, far away; along the scenic coastline; and even in major cities including Boston, Newport, and New Haven.


Today, travelers to these inns and taverns have an opportunity to experience American hospitality as it existed during colonial times. There is nothing more tried and true than a restaurant or an inn that has been around for several hundred years.


And there really is a historic New England inn or tavern to suit every mood. Some retain the character of their illustrious past, such as the antique elegance of Newport’s Francis Malbone House or the cozy comfort of New Hampshire’s Hancock Inn. While others, such as Eben House, a quirky boutique inn in Provincetown, and Ordinary, a stylish vintage speakeasy-style cocktail bar in New Haven, can best be described as channeling the past, with updated interiors that accent their historic charm.


* * *


This book is meant to be a selective summary of the region’s notable, best, and most distinctive colonial inns and taverns. Of course, not all colonial inns and taverns are created equal. Some are included for purely historic reasons or for their locale, some because of the individuality of their owners, and some because there is something unique about the place—often an intangible feeling that is quintessentially New England.


Altogether, colonial inns and taverns profiled here represent a unique collection of places to visit. Rounding out the book is a list of 21 of the region’s tavern history museums. Often part of town historical societies, these museums delve into the local history of tavern keeping.
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Places included in this book all hold a pedigree, and almost all are older than America. For the purposes of our collection, the year 1800 makes a lot of sense; capturing inns and taverns established in the years before, during and immediately after the founding of the Republic. And because there are a lot of ways to enjoy colonial history, there is also a smattering of inns and taverns of more recent vintage that exist today in colonial-era structures.


How accurate are the dates? That depends. Tracing the founding dates for these taverns and inns across the centuries is inexact. Longevity claims are often based on legend and rumor. And business owners are not always good memory keepers. Many of these places have opened, closed, and reopened again; some burned down and were rebuilt; others have moved buildings, changed names, or become shops or private homes along the way.


It’s easy to feel as if you have gone back in time when you step across the threshold of these inns and taverns. There’s a sense of history, a colonial spirit, and a very definite sense of place. All of these colonial inns and taverns help to tell the region’s remarkable story, keeping New England’s heritage, values, and traditions alive.
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History on Tap:
 Inns & Taverns in New England





Colonial America (1620–1763)


From the earliest days of New England’s settlement, there have been watering holes bent on liquoring up the population. The tavern in colonial America, or the “ordinary” as it was referred to in early New England, was an important part of the social, political, and travel lives of colonial citizens.


The Mayflower passengers who eventually became known as Pilgrims were the first large group of colonists to arrive in New England, landing in what is now Massachusetts, in 1620 and settling near Plymouth. When we think of the Pilgrims, we tend to think of a dour and pious lot. But forget temperance. Beer and other fermented beverages were staples from the earliest days of Plimoth Plantation. In fact, given the sanitary conditions of the times, beer and hard cider were considered safer to drink than water.


Early Americans enjoyed their alcohol, and were a resourceful people too, using whatever raw ingredients were close at hand, including corn, apples, pumpkins, and later, imported barley, to produce their fermented beverages.


By 1630 the first Puritan settlers had moved to the Boston area, then called “Shawmut” by the Native Americans and later established as the capital of Massachusetts Bay Colony. Initially brewing and drinking took place in the home, but it wasn’t long before more taverns and inns were serving alcohol and food to the public. The city’s first ordinary, owned by Samuel Cole, was opened as Cole’s Inn in 1634. And although drinking was an acceptable part of social life in 17th-century New England, public drunkenness was not. The Puritans were not opposed to drinking in moderation. They even mandated that each town have a tavern located close to its meetinghouse so that congregants could warm up, inside and out, after Sunday morning services, before returning for afternoon worship. But they were expected to keep their decorum.


Revolutionary Period (1764–1789)


By the 1690s New England was no longer strictly Puritan, and religious theocracy was replaced by new political ideas that were leading the colony toward revolution.


By the early 1700s, the number of public houses in Boston had risen steadily. Already a major port city, Boston had dozens of taverns along the harbor front that catered to sailors, longshoremen, and shipbuilders.


Hard cider and ale were widely available, and colonial taverns would commonly brew their own. But by the 1770s, rum was the drink of choice. With more than 150 distilleries, New England was the world leader in rum production, but it came with a price. Produced from sugar cane and traded for slaves, New England’s rum heritage also has a link to a dark past.


Throughout the rest of the 18th century, inns and taverns became increasingly common throughout New England. The travel and transportation modes of the time—walking, horseback, and stagecoach—necessitated the location of inns every 10 miles or so along major travel routes.


It’s hard to know which came first in New England, the tavern or the inn. In colonial times, inns offered food and drink along with a few private rooms for sleeping. Taverns may have offered only food and drink, but after too many tankards a customer could usually flop down on a hard pallet in a communal room upstairs.
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In rural farming and fishing communities, inns and taverns were an integral part of daily colonial life. Besides providing food and shelter for travelers, inns and taverns were places for locals to socialize and gather, places to hold assemblies and legal proceedings, to get mail or the newspaper, to transact business, to gamble and gossip, and especially in the mid-1700s, to discuss over drinks the political issues of the day. In the period leading up to the Revolutionary War and during the war itself, taverns were often used as recruiting stations and for deployment points of the local militia—and the free ale, undoubtedly, only helped the cause.


In the decades immediately after the Revolutionary War, stage travel improved dramatically. In 1772 stagecoaches rattled over long, rutted roads, and a journey from Boston to New York would routinely take a week or two. By 1785 stages were reaching New York in just three days. As New Englanders were newly mobile, more and better inns were constructed throughout the region. Stagecoach travel sustained New England’s taverns through the 1830s when railroad travel and eventually the automobile changed the transportation scene forever.
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Cliff Lodge


CIRCA: 1771





A Whaling Captain’s Mansion


Nantucket’s nautical past is the stuff of a thousand legends: the story of the ill-fated whaling ship the Essex inspired Melville’s literary masterpiece Moby Dick as well Nathaniel Philbrick’s modern classic In the Heart of the Sea.


Located 30 miles off the coast of Massachusetts, the island received its name from the Wampanoag Indians—their word Nantucket translates to “far-way island.”


The Wampanoag were the island’s indigenous people; the first European settlers arrived in 1641 via Massachusetts. Thomas Mayhew, the storied Yankee businessman, established the first settlements on both Martha’s Vineyard and Nantucket and zealously oversaw the conversion of the Wampanoag on both islands. In 1659 Mayhew sold his Nantucket interests to a group of nine partners. Initially both Nantucket and Martha’s Vineyard were part of New York Colony, but in 1692, they were annexed to Massachusetts Bay Colony.


Colonial whaling flourished throughout coastal New England from the earliest days of settlement, first from the shore and then from whaling boats. Whaling was the oil industry of its day; whale oil was prized for lighting and whalebone for all manner of household products, including furniture springs and fashion items such as corset stays.


By the turn of the 17th century, Nantucket had developed the whaling industry by pursuing the mammals, especially sperm whales, into waters father out into the open sea. It was not uncommon for these dangerous voyages to last three or four years. For nearly 150 years, from the early 1700s to the 1830s, Nantucket was the whaling capital of the world and the third largest city in Massachusetts after Boston and Salem. It was a period of great prosperity in Nantucket and the islanders built larger and more elaborate homes. Today, in Nantucket’s Historic District, so many homes have the austere widow’s walk on the roof that it seems every house in town once belonged to a doomed sea captain.
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It wasn’t always good, though. In fact, the Revolutionary War nearly ruined Nantucket’s whaling industry. While officially Nantucket was neutral, the island was in a difficult geographical position; exposed to the sea it was vulnerable to attack by the British navy and whaling vessels were often the target of enemy assaults. After the war, while the whaling industry never truly fully recovered to being what it once was, many on Nantucket continued the whaling way of life, deriving much of their earnings from the export of spermaceti candles to England.


Boats still seek out whales off Nantucket’s coast, although these days they are filled with sightseeing whale watchers instead of the whaling masters who once trod Nantucket’s narrow cobblestone lanes.


Many of Nantucket’s historic whaling captain’s residences are now inns. Cliff Lodge stands out among them all for its hospitality, easy elegance, and sense of history.


Located on a small hill overlooking Nantucket’s sail-dotted Great Harbor, this perfectly weathered, grey-shingled, 12-room bed-and-breakfast was built in 1771 as a sea captain’s home. For 50 years, during the mid-1800s, it was the home of Caroline Parker Hills, author of Nantucket Hermitage and Other Poems, a lovely collection of descriptive poetry including “Where billows foam” and “Nantucket Moors.”


According to Cliff Lodge innkeeper Trich Wages, “The island has a trapped-in-time feeling. People who come here for the first time are often surprised how much history is here.”


Cliff Lodge has a prime location, just a short walk from both town and the ferry. The inn is a perfect jumping off point for exploring all that Nantucket has to offer: miles of bike paths, starkly beautiful beaches, and a restaurant scene that ranks favorably with Boston and New York. Don’t miss the quirky Nantucket Whaling Museum, which offers a fascinating look at the whaling industry with historical displays, whaling memorabilia, and an epic whale skeleton hanging from the rafters.


Head back to Cliff Lodge in the afternoon for baked cookies and tea for inn guests—a welcome treat after a day of exploring. On Friday evenings, guests gather for a wine and cheese reception hosted by Trich, who is there to fill in the gaps and recommend restaurants and what to see and do on the island.


Trich also waits in the front parlor to greet every guest on arrival. “Everyone says Cliff Lodge still feels like a home,” says Trich. “It’s not too formal. Guests often become friends while they are here. I put myself in the background and make sure they have everything they need.”


The rooms are decorated in neutral creams and beiges with bleached wood furnishings, wicker, and crisp white linens. Many of the rooms feature original sea and landscape paintings by Nantucket-based artists. Guests wake up to a continental breakfast that includes coffee, scones, cereal, juice, and fresh fruit served in the formal dining room on white Wedgewood Nantucket Basket plates.
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The evening is a time to kick back. Find the stairs next to Room 10 and carefully climb (it’s steep) the ladder, lift the hatch to the rooftop widow’s walk, and toast the sunset. Late at night, it is also a great spot for stargazing.


Says Trich about Nantucket’s popularity, “When you come to Nantucket, you actually feel that you are somewhere else, even though you are not that far from the mainland. A lot of people come here because they can immediately be gone.”





9 Cliff Road • Nantucket, MA 02554 • (508) 228-9480 • clifflodgenantucket.com






Concord’s Colonial Inn


CIRCA: 1716





Welcoming Travelers to a Treasured American Town


Just 15 miles northwest from downtown Boston, Revolutionary War history lies thick on the ground in Concord—from the Old North Bridge, where the Minutemen gathered to fire pot shots at the marching British Army, to Walden Pond’s idyllic piney woods, to the traditional colonial village green with its steepled churches and lantern-lit town center.


The heart of Concord is Monument Square. Laid out in 1635, the street is still lined with antique structures, but today the buildings house a mix of museums, trendy boutiques, and private residences along with the venerable Concord Inn.


The Concord Inn is actually one of the oldest ongoing commercial sites in the country. The inn was originally three separate structures—the earliest of which dates from 1716. Along the way, the building has also been a doctor’s office, a store, and a boarding house.


Today’s Colonial Inn has just 56 rooms, but operates as a full-scale hotel with 2 restaurants and a tavern. It’s a charmingly authentic New England building, which helps offset the lack of an elevator, the closets in odd places, and the doors to nowhere that are found throughout.


Visitors can choose from among 15 historic guest rooms in the main inn, 30 modern rooms in the Prescott Wing, several cottages, and a stand-alone guesthouse. The idiosyncratic rooms in the original inn have a few common dominators: wide-plank floors, decorative (non-working) fireplaces, reproduction-antique furniture, and handsome floral upholstery. Rooms in the Prescott Wing are spacious and filled with traditional, unfussy furnishings.


The inn’s two on-site restaurants, Merchant’s Row and Liberty, celebrate the region’s agricultural roots with menus largely sourced from local farms and artisans. Here you’ll find New England–centric dishes such as crab-stuffed haddock, chicken potpie, and Yankee pot roast, along with more contemporary choices such as homemade flatbreads and bacon-wrapped brussels sprout bites.


In the warmer months, there is no better place to be than the Concord Inn’s spacious flag-decked front porch to people watch and enjoy a bite to eat. The lunch menu includes burgers with cheddar cheese and New Hampshire bacon, clam chowder, and a New England chopped salad of romaine, dried cranberries, sweet potatoes, and a maple vinaigrette. In the evening it’s the place to have a glass of wine and share a farmhouse board with artisan cheese and cured meats.
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Famous names on the Colonial Inn’s “slept here/dined here” list include Franklin Delano Roosevelt, John Wayne, Arnold Palmer, Queen Noor of Jordan, Sandra Day O’Connor, Doris Kearns Goodwin, Bruce Springsteen, and Annie Leibovitz.


“People come to the Colonial Inn because they are drawn to their American roots,” says former employee Arthur Martin.


Arthur, now retired, worked as a waiter at the Colonial Inn for 17 years and is known as its resident historian. Arthur is a natural raconteur and a bit of a ham. “I would give the history spiel to the tour bus groups while running back and forth between the kitchen and dining room, making sure that the salads were ready to go,” he chuckles.


The Colonial Inn, a storehouse at the time, played a significant role in the events of April 18th and 19th of 1775. It served as a munitions warehouse for colonists during the battles of Lexington and Concord, along with several other sites in Concord. The battle at Concord was forever immortalized by Concord resident Ralph Waldo Emerson’s poem “The Concord Hymn” as the “shot heard round the world.”


Another epic poem, Henry Wadsworth Longfellow’s “Paul Revere’s Ride,” “One if by land and two if by sea,” tells the tale of the effort to warn the colonists of the British Regular’s approach to Concord. Arthur likes to remind guests that Revere never made it to Concord. “Revere was captured by the British in Lincoln. It was Doctor Samuel Prescott who delivered the message to Concord. The inn’s Prescott Wing is named after Doc. He was a local boy, and he evaded the British patrols because knew the back roads.”


In Arthur’s version of the Battle of Concord the Concord, Inn always has center stage; “If you sit in the inn’s Thoreau Room and look out the window, that’s where the battle ended. The battles of Lexington and Concord set it all in motion. That’s why we have the flag we have flying. “
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