DANVILLE AND THE BROOKLYN BRIDGE

Albert Webster was the second born of the six children of Nathaniel and Sarah Webster, who lived at the foot of Sandown Road in the house now owned by Bill Gard.  He was born in 1825, and spent a good deal of his adult life traveling around the Midwest.  His occupation is not readily apparent from the diaries he kept, although it involved the buying and selling of land, most often as an agent for others.  Many of the trips were extended, and he would live in hotels and boarding houses, often in Chicago, and travel around Illinois as well as Missouri, Wisconsin, Michigan and Indiana.  His wife, Mattie, and their young son, Albert N., occasionally would accompany him on these trips, but most often they would stay at “home” on the farm in North Danville.

Albert left diaries from the 1870’s to the early 1900’s that chronicle these travels.  Unfortunately, his focus seems to be on recording accounts of his income and expenditures, detailing the source and distribution of every entry, rather than meaningful occurrences in his daily life.  Occasionally, however, he would lapse into brief descriptions of events that seemed to have particular interest for him.  One of the most interesting is the day in 1883, when in New York he made it a point of taking an excursion to the newly opened engineering marvel of the day, the Brooklyn Bridge.

“Sunday evening, May 27th, I crossed the Brooklyn Bridge in company of H. Robbins and about 100,000 others…a perfect jam of people.  It cost about $15,500,000 and is owned by the two cities of Brooklyn and New York…66 2/3 percent owned by the former, and 33 1/3 percent, or 1/3 by the City of New York.  John A. Roebling was appointed engineer of it May 23rd, 1867, one month after the passage of the Act (by the legislature) incorporating the Bridge Co., and the work of preparing the site of the foundation of the Brooklyn Tower was commenced January 3rd, 1870.  But Mr. Roebling was injured by being crushed by a timber driven by a ferry boat in the summer of 1869, and his son, Washington A. Roebling, was appointed his successor.

Being a pleasant day there were crowds of people from the City, and the beer gardens and ice cream saloons were thronged with well dressed people of all ages, sexes, colors and Nationalities; and the river was alive with sculls.”

In his waning years Albert returned home to the farm in Danville and helped his sister, Mary, run the stage coach stop and general store that still stands today at the foot of Sandown Road across the farm on land now owned by the Sanborn estate.  His travels now were limited to occasional trips to Exeter and Haverhill, but every penny Albert received and spent was always recorded in his diary.

In 1905, on his 80th birthday, he noted, “May 5th - Birthday present from Mrs. Sanborn & Boys - $1.00.”  This would be the late Melton Sanborn’s mother and older brothers, who lived up the hill in a house later leveled by fire, on land currently owned by Mickey and Karen D’Onofrio.

In April of 1906, at the age of 81, Albert and Mattie took a buggy trip to Haverhill, and he dutifully recorded for all posterity that he spent “$.25 for horse feed, $.16 for a bottle of rose water, $.60 for gum camphor, $.35 for two pair of socks and $.25 for bunion plasters”.  One can only wonder what sights he saw on that spring day, or who he encountered along the way whose name we might recognize, or what profound thoughts, if any, may have crossed his mind.  We do know, however, how he spent his money.   Albert may not have been a poet or a philosopher, but he was a “Yankee”.

He died in 1913 at the age of 88, and is buried with his parents, wife and son in the Webster family plot in the Old meeting House Cemetery.
