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You Say Locke Farm. I say Lexington Farm. Which Is it?
 
A convergence of events inspired this month’s column. Back when I was working on the Speaking of Reading… project, one young man mentioned that he and his friends used to enjoy sledding at the Lexington Farm. I, being fairly new to Reading, had no idea what he was talking about.
 
Later, my neighbor, Bill Whitehouse, asked me if it was possible to explore the history of the Locke Farm in this column. I would have scratched my head again if he hadn’t told me it was also known as the Lexington Farm or the place that is now the Hall Art Foundation. 
 
When I asked about it at August’s Reading Historical Society board meeting, it was interesting to hear the reaction. One board member said that locals know the property as the Locke Farm. Another said she’d only heard it referred to as the Lexington Farm.
 
Locke Farm. Lexington Farm. Both are such nice names. So which is it and why?
 
Of course, the answer is it is both. The gentleman who purchased the property in 1903 (some old newspaper clippings say the year was 1902) was Alonzo Goddard. This man was Errol Locke’s great-grandfather, and Errol took ownership of the farm in 1923. 
 
Errol, by trade, wasn’t a farmer. He was a Harvard-educated man who graduated in 1913. Eventually, he went to work for a company called General Radio, which was founded in Cambridge, Massachusetts, in 1915. He started as a clerk, and 37 years later, he retired as president. The company, by that time, had moved to Concord, Massachusetts, which we know, thanks to the important events of April 19, 1775, is not too far from Lexington, where Locke lived. So the farm’s other name comes as a tribute to his home town in the Bay State. 
 
According to an article in the Weathersfield Vermont Weekly published on July 25, 1980, Errol Locke moved to Lexington Farms in 1955 to “enjoy a quiet life.” He became involved in the Reading Historical Society and at 90, the milestone celebrated in the newspaper column, was still the treasurer.
 
It’s interesting to note that the article referred to the property as Lexington Farms (plural). Maybe the question then is it Locke Farm, Lexington Farm, or Lexington Farms? 
 
And of course, the request wasn’t to determine what the property was properly called, but it’s history. This column starts to answer that question, but it doesn’t suffice to explain the history of the farm. Nor does a short column. Next month, research permitting, I’ll dig into more history of the farm.
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Tracing the History of Locke Farm and Its Owners into the 19th Century
As I said last month, my story on the Locke Farm or Lexington Farm generated a lot of interest. In October, I featured Jane Philpin’s recollections of the farm. Linda Fondulas, who works at the Hall Art Foundation, which, as you probably know, occupies the land that once made up the farm, directed me to the foundation’s website for more information. What I found there spurred me to do some more research. 
As I mentioned in my September article, the Locke family purchased what would become the Lexington Farm 1902, with Errol Locke become its owner in 1923. But who owned it before then? Surely it was around in the 19th century.
It was, and its owner was a prominent Reading resident named Elisha W. Watkins. He was born in Reading and one of 8 children. I can safely say that at some point in his life, he ran the farm on the edge of Felchville as a dairy operation. Beyond that, things are a bit unclear. Did the farm precede the foundation of Felchville or the other way around? Logically, it seems likely that the farm would have been there before William Felch developed an interest in the part of town that bears his name. A residential and commercial area doesn’t seem like the best place to site a farm, does it?
Gilbert A. Davis’s second volume of the history of Reading says that “during the last years of his life [Watkins] owned and carried on a large farm in Felchville.” That makes me wonder if he owned the farm before he “carried on” or did he take an interest in the property later in life?
Davis also notes that Watkins was one of the wealthiest citizens of Reading. He and William Felch were contemporaries. Felch served on the select board in 1870 and again in 1875 and 1876 (as well as two non-consecutive years decades earlier). Watkins served during the years of 1871-1874. Prior to the construction of the first permanent school building in Felchville, according to Davis’s first volume, Watkins, Felch, and Martin Pratt formed a committee to oversee its construction.
 Eventually, Frank Watkins, Elisha’s son, took over the operations of the farm. In turn, he sold it to E.A. Locke in 1902.  The farm remained in business until the late 1980s. 
In 2009, the Hall Art Foundation purchased the land and buildings and began converting it into what we know today.
Though I am intrigued now more than ever by the history of the farm, this will probably be the last article about this topic for a while. In the meantime, I’m going to try to secure more information on the dates of when the farm was built and when Elisha W. Watkins bought it. I’m sure I’ll find some answers and more questions.
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