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GUILFORD TOWNSHIP, 1836 - 1929

The Hugh and Ellen Breckenridge Family
typified stalwart area pioneers.
Courtesy James Breckenridge

FROM AN EDITOR'S DESK
C,C)
Guilford Township's history has received recent attention from the Rockford Historical Society. In September 1995, at the society's annual meeting, a panel of township
descendants discussed geography, socialization, schools and cemeteries, and provided
opportunity for reminiscences. The program attracted a record attendance not only of
descendants, but also of the area's present-day property owners. Prior to that meeting,
organizer Richard Marsh had arranged for a group of descendants and their spouses to
meet. They included Bob and Ila Price, Jim Reid, Bob and Charlotte Pepper, Lee Marsh,
Ina Bert, Myrtle Mitchell, Coyla Lee, Clara Danielson, Russell and Marjorie Lyford, Jim
and Edith Breckenridge, Harriet Hunter Johnson, Eleanor Raup, and Pearl Garrett.
Julie Snively, columnist and feature writer for the Rockford Register Star, attended that
preliminary gathering. Her record of conversations, reminiscences, and facts
appeared in the "Lifestyles" pages of the Thursday, September 7, issue. We received
permission to reprint her article in Nuggets of History.
A Rockford native, Julie has had two careers at the newspaper. From 1965 - 1970,
she worked as a court house reporter and on general assignment. She returned in 1987,
first on general assignment, and later in her present position. Her "Just Between Us"
column — in the Register Star on Mondays and Fridays — features local personalities,
events and Rockford celebrities. The Snively byline appears frequently on pieces of local
interest such as the Guilford Township event. Community-minded, Julie has served as
president of Tinker Swiss Cottage Museum, the Junior League and the Civic League.
I owe a debt of gratitude to Dick Marsh who has patiently answered my questions,
supplied materials, and given historical background and facts. I'm grateful also
to Jim and Edith Breckenridge who shared their family history book with
me; and
to Sandy Bryden for additional facts about Midway Village's Ralston,
Breckenridge, Marsh and Pepper homes.
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GUILFORD TOWNSHIP FAMILIES INSPIRED A COMMUNITY
by
Julie Snively
Well-known local families founded farms in Guilford Township
that molded the rest of the community.
A big rock marked the center of the
intersection of Mulford and Guilford
roads, pinpointing the quiet country
crossroads as the exact center of Guilford
Township. During the 1920s, schoolboys
from area farms sometimes used the rock
as the centerpiece of a game they called
"Duck on the Rock." One boy would put
a smaller rock atop the big one and fellow
students from the one-room Guilford
Center School would toss stones, trying
to knock it off. Only occasionally was
their game, which also included riotous
running around, disturbed by a passing
horse-drawn vehicle or car. "Usually, we
had no interruptions at all," says Bob
Price, 78, rural Caledonia. Now, as many
as 77,000 cars pass through that intersection daily,

new residential neighborhoods have
sprouted where corn and soybeans grew.
Woods where old-timers remember picking wildflowers — jack-in-the-pulpit,
shooting stars and cowslips — have either
been subdivided into prime lots or cut
down.
Familiar Names
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Editor's note: Fourteen descendants of
early township settlers gathered prior to
a Rockford Historical Society presentation held Sunday, September 10, 1995.
They met at Midway Village and
Museum Center to sip lemonade, to
munch cookies and to swap stories.
These are people whose names are
familiar because they're attached to
places many of us often pass.

Guilford Township, settled in 1835,
became a township in 1836. Its boundaries were Windsor Road on the north,
the Boone County line on the east, Harrison Avenue on the south and Parkview
Avenue and 20th Street on the west. It
ceased to exist in 1929 following annexation to Rockford Township. Today,
farmlands once with its confines, are
prime targets for east-side urban development. Commercial districts, such as the
East State Street corridor, and a host of

Dick Marsh led the meeting. His
family's name marks a cemetery, a street
and a school. Russell and Marjorie
Lyford were there. Lyford Road is named
for his family. She has both Marsh and
Pepper connections, as does her brother
Bob, who was there too. The Pepper
name marks Pepper Drive and Pepper
Court. Others include Harriet Hunter
Johnson — Hunter's Woods subdivision;
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Jim Reid — Reidfarm Road; Ina Breckenridge Bert and Jim Breckenridge —
Breckenridge Lane. Then, too Marsh,
Pepper and Breckenridge houses have
been moved to Midway Village. Well,
you get the idea.

retired Presbyterian minister Jim
Breckenridge, 74, of Rockford. The
Enochs settled in the northeast and the
Mulford family in the southwest.
Breckenridge got a laugh when he
said that as a child he ate at both Swedish
and German homes, but liked the Swedish best because they served four desserts.

It didn't take much to warm up the
Guilford Township natives, whose ages
ranged from the late 60s to the late 80s.
They've known one another for years.
One would start a sentence and another
would finish. "It was so good to see all of
these people," Bert said. "Some I see
often, but some not."

The Peter Blakelys, a black family,
moved to the township in the late 1890s
and operated a truck farm on Starkweather Lane, said Harriet Treadwell of
Rockford. She's a grand-daughter of the
Blakelys and Rockford's second black
teacher.

Earliest Settlers

"They were a wonderful, wonderful
family," said Clara Retzlaff Danielson,
85, of Rockford. After journeys on the
Interurban, an inter-city train that stopped
at North Second Street and Spring Creek
Road, members of her family would walk
to the Blakelys to call home for a ride.

Before the chatter began, Marsh
reviewed the area's settlement. Members
of the Enoch family from Ohio arrived
first. William Henry Enoch and four or
five other men first saw the area during a
15-inch snowstorm, February 1935.
Entranced by the beauty, William returned to Joliet where his father and
siblings were waiting. William made
another trip in July, this time claiming
land by chiseling his name on trees. Later
his father and two brothers arrived to
build the family's first dwelling.

JO A Happy, Simple Life 4)
Through their reminiscences, the
group painted a picture of a happy,
simple life. Although they lived on farms
spread all over the territory, families
often visited one another. They met at
church and in school. And organizations
such as the Guilford Hope Grange, the 4H Club, and the Guilford Gleaners
presented opportunities for socializing.
The Gleaners, a missionary society, was
organized 115 years ago and continues
today.

"By 1839 and 1840, settlers were
pouring in," said Marsh, whose own
family arrived in 1838. "Soon all the land
was claimed." Settlers of English descent
came first. Then the Scotch Irish and a
large group of Scots from Kintyre. Later,
Swedes and Germans moved in. The area
was settled from the corners in, said
4

Travel Situations

Children ice skated on a pond where
the museum center now is located, using
lanterns for light at night. Card games,
like Flinch and Pit, were popular.
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Distances weren't great, but the combination of inclement weather and poor
roads often made travel difficult. Russell
Lyford, 85, remembers snow being so
deep that they could go over fence tops
in sleighs. Jim Reid, 76, of Rockton,
remembers his dad hauling logs to a
quagmire in the road in front of the area
where Guilford High School now is
located so traffic could get through.
Surprisingly, some things haven't
changed. "My dad always claimed he had
a horse that could get from our house to
Rockford in 12 minutes; you can't do
better than that now," Price said.

Grange meetings were hosted by
members in their homes. Refreshments
usually included cake and gallons and
gallons of ice cream, enough for guest to
come back for seconds. One time, Price
said, a family scrimped and dished up
enough for just one serving, but he and
the other kids discovered extra ice cream
on the back porch. "No dishes, no spoons
— we just dipped in," he says. "Anyhow it
was all gone." While the grown-ups met,
children slipped upstairs to try on hats
and other clothing, says Marjorie Lyford,
83. They'd even open drawers and paw
through jewelry.

ckl

School Days

The Hunters, a prominent political
family, hosted an annual corn boil that
attracted not only neighbors, but politicos
from around the state, says Harriet
Hunter Johnson, 69, of Byron. Her
grandfather, David Hunter, was a state
senator; her father, David. Hunter Jr., was
a state representative.
Of course, sorrow was part of their
lives, too. Headstones in five cemeteries,
including Turner Cemetery at East State
Street and Alpine Road, tell tales of
children's deaths and ether heartaches.
Richard Enoch, 20, who died of cholera
in 1837, was the first settler to die. His
brother, William, who'd staked the first
land claim, was 22 when he died two
days later, also of cholera.

Marsh School, Summer term 1889.
Teacher Addie Mutimer, stands fourth from the left.
Note the absence of older boys who had to
help their dads working in the fields.
In the front row:
Emma Pepper, George Pepper, Samuel Hayes.
Back row, left to right: Elizabeth Breckenridge,
Lena Pepper, Nettie Ralston, Addie Mutimer,
Mary Breckenridge, Carry Hayes, Nellie Ralston,
Mary Pepper, Jessie Hayes. Courtesy Richard Marsh.
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Five one-room schools served the
area; students went to Rockford for high
school. Boys, who had to help with farm
work, usually wouldn't begin school until
the harvest was in. They'd leave school
in the spring to help with planting.
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tables set up in the granary. Because
there wasn't enough room for everyone
to sit down at once, the 75 men were
served first. Then, the women sat down.
The Rockford Morning Star noted the
next day: "After supper was over, ice
cream and cigars were served."
Rockford's Clara Retzlaff Danielson,
85, was five years old the day her
parent's barn was built. The dinner was
not the last way the family thanked those
who'd helped. Later, they hosted a big
barn dance. The barn, torn down in 1964,
was located on the site of The Harbors
condominiums on Spring Brook Road.
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Teacher.

Urban Cattle Drive

A Marsh School student poses in the
Library Corner ,1902. Note the wainscoting and
wallpaper. The youngest girl in the 1889
photo (previous page) is now listed as the
teacher, Miss Emma Pepper. Courtesy Richard Marsh.

Changing times are evident from Dick
Marsh's story about a cattle drive
through Rockford. The Marsh family had
settled in Guilford Township in 1838 and
farmed the land now known as the
Edgebrook Subdivision.

Grade school teachers boarded with
families. Only single women could teach.
But Reid remembers the year they had a
male teacher at Bell School. The first
day, the teacher showed the students a
pistol. He had no trouble with discipline
after that, Reid said.

A Barn Raising
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One hundred-five neighbors gathered
at the Retzlaff's Guilford Township fon June 14, 1915, to build a 64 x 30-foot
barn. The volunteers started at 2:10 pm
and were finished in time for dinner.
Then, William and Martha Retzlaff
treated the helpers to a big supper at

Russell Marsh residence, circa 1890, on Spring
Creek Road, now part of the Edgebrook subdivision.
Courtesy Richard Marsh.

Sometime in 1926, Marsh's father
Russell and a brother George (then nine
years old) corralled 15 or 20 head of
cattle to take them to the Illinois Central
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Railroad Depot for shipment to the Chicago stockyards. "My father and my
brother George drove the cattle down
Spring Creek Road, across the High
Bridge (now the Auburn Street bridge),
down Harlem Boulevard, and through
downtown to South Main Street's rail
yard," Marsh said. "My dad rode on
horseback and my brother followed,
driving a team of horses."
tkl

1896 Guilford Town Hall, now the
Lindstrom Travel Agency. Photo: Peggy Jensen

Today's Development 4

The original Marsh School, built on
Springbrook Road in 1864, has been
converted to a private residence. Other
one-room schools included Bell, White
Swan, Guilford Center, Turner, and later
Alpine.

The current boom is changing life for
descendants of Guilford Township settlers.
"I like the way the county (Winnebago)
was 50 years ago," said Price, who with
his wife, has moved to a farm in Boone
County. Price, whose family settled on
Guilford Road in 1840, sold the family
farm six years ago after some of his land
was condemned by the Rockford Park
District for expansion of the museum
center and after the Perryville Road extension split his land holdings. "I didn't
want to sell, but by the time we moved
away, our place was in the city limits anyhow," he says. "You can't farm in the city."

Streets

Highcrest Road was named Bean
Street because somebody grew beans at
the top of a hill. The current Five Points,
at Newburg, Alpine and Charles, was
known as Sixteen Corners.
Cemeteries

Ck
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Public Buildings
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Guilford Union, (Spring Brook Rd.
about 1/2 mile east of Rock Valley College); Marsh, (north side of Spring Creek
Rd. west of N. Alpine Rd.); Turner, (East
State at Alpine); Cherry Valley, (comer
of Mill Rd. and Harrison Ave.); and
Davis (south side of Business 20 E. at
Winnebago/Boone counties line — onehalf of cemetery in each county).

Guilford Town Hall still stands at the
intersection of Guilford and Mulford
roads. Currently, a travel agency occupies
it. Editors' note: A dedicatory sign reads,
"Guilford Town Hall, Erected 1896,
Guilford Hope Grange, 1st Illinois
Grange, 6th United States Grange.
Dedication by Guilford Chapter National
Society Colonial Dames XVII Century.

Reprinted with permission of the Rockford Register Star.
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GUILFORD TOWNSHIP HOMES AT MIDWAY VILLAGE
by
Peggy Dahlberg Jensen
Midway Village and Museum Center is located on Guilford Road in an area formerly
known as Guilford Township. Four early area homes have been relocated in the village.
Two — the Breckenridge and Ralston homes — have been restored and furnished and are
open to the public as representative sites. The others — the Marsh and Pepper homes — are
undergoing restoration.
ck") Breckenridge Home (Vj
1927, they removed a wing containing a
kitchen, the dining room and an upstairs
bedroom. E. Mitchell then used this
section as a workshop until 1959. It is
this portion that Midway Village acquired.
It illustrates the lifestyle of a 1900s
single mother working at home as a
seamstress.

Hugh and Ellen McPhail Breckenridge
established a successful farm near what
is now the southwest corner of N.
Mulford and Spring Brook roads. Born in
Scotland in 1838, Hugh had emigrated to
this country with his parents and three of
eleven siblings in 1854.
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1860s Breckenridge home.
Courtesy James Breckenridge.

Hugh ran the farm until 1920 when he
turned it over to his son and daughter-inlaw, E. Mitchell and Ethel. In the process
of remodeling the Italianate structure in

Breckenridge Home at Midway Village.
Photo: Peggy Jensen
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A 19th-century family gathering at the home of George and Mary Marsh.
Courtesy Richard Marsh.

Marsh Home
George Marsh — the eldest son of
Guilford Township pioneer settlers
Russell and Abigail Averill Marsh — and
his wife Mary farmed acreage in the area
now identified on N. Alpine Road as
Gambino Park. Their home, built circa
1850 in the Greek Revival style, continued to be owned by Marsh family members although occasionally tenants rented
it. Eventually, Mabel Marsh Pepper
inherited the home and property. She and
her husband George, after turning over
their family farm on Collins Road to their
son Robert, were the last Marsh descendants to permanently occupy this home.

Moved to Midway Village in 1989, it is
being restored — inside and out — to represent a 1900s middle-income family.

The Marsh Home under renovation,
Midway Village, 1996.
Photo: Peggy Jensen
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George Pepper farm yard, 1915
Marjorie Pepper Lyford with the chickens
Courtesy: Richard Marsh

10

til6

Pepper Home

The Ralston Home Oa;

The Ralston home, featured as a
mayor's residence, honors contributions
of the village's late honorary mayor and
his wife, William and Jeannette Ralston.
The home, circa 1905, had belonged to
members of Price and Ralston families.
(See reference in the Snively piece, pg. 7)

In 1885 Lewis and Bertha Pepper
built this "crossover" Eastlake/Folk
Victorian home on acreage then known
as Collins Road. (Now an area south of
East Riverside at Applewood.) A son
George married Mabel Marsh in 1906.
They farmed the land and reared two
daughters — Marjorie and Marian — and a
son Robert. In the late 1930s they turned
the farm over to their son. Midway Village acquired the home in 1989. Current
restoration will return the home to its
former glory, including a faithful matching of exterior paints. At Midway, the
two-story home will portray life of a
1900s upper-income family, including
hands-on demonstrations.

The Ralston Home at Midway Village.
Photo: Peggy Jensen

In order to relocate at Midway Village,
this home traveled one-eighth of a mile
from a site west of the village. A Folk
Victorian house, it is characterized by its
gabled ell cottage design, porches with
spindle work detailing, and the parlor
facing the road.

Sources: Midway Village Archives. Rev. James
Breckenridge and Richard Marsh. Grace Ralston
and Florence Ralston Schnurr, Saga of the
Kintyre Kin.

Pepper Home during 1996
Midway Village restoration.
Photo: Peggy Jensen
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