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. . . Outline of the Life of Donald L. Crooks (written by Donald Crooks in the mid-1980s) 
 
My grandfather, John P. Crooks, came to North Brookfield sometime in the years 

between 1875 and 1879.  He built his house at what is now 39 Walnut Street.  He was 
employed as a leather supplier, purchaser and superintendent of the tannery for the 
Batcheller Shoe Company until his death on April 14, 1894.  My father was born in 
Hopkinton, MA in 1875, and came to this town as a very young child.  After his father’s 
death, he left school and helped support his mother’s home until his marriage to my mother, 
Addie Woodis Lovell. 

 
My mother’s parents were from old local area families.  Her father’s family was from 

Oakham and much can be found of their history in the Oakham town history.  Her 
Grandmother was Mahitabel (Kidder) Lovell.  We have a history going back 17 generations 
to 1492 – Marefield Sussex Co, England. 

 
Mahitabel’s mother’s side was through the Woodis and Poland families.  Her 

grandfather on this side was Luther Woodis who owned the Woodis farm on Rufus Putnam 
Road.  Her Grandmother was Rachel (Poland) Woodis – page 707 of Temple’s History of 
North Brookfield).  One of her aunts was Sarah who married Joel Kingsbury.  Kingsbury 
owned the farm where the North Brookfield Education Center is now located.   

 
Her uncle, Anson Poland, owned the farm, now Graceland, but at that time, 

according to the 1885 Atlas, it extended from the present location to what is now Bell Road 
and the Barre Road, to the corner near where Harbig Thomasion lived, including all of Bell 
Hill where the reservoir is.  This could go on indefinitely.  My parents lived at Uncle 
Anson’s when they were first married and my sister, Marion, was born there.   

 
I was born at what is now 94 School Street, where McCarthy’s live.  It was then the 

Thurston House.  When I was two, my folks bought this place, then known as the Trainor 
Place and we moved here in May 1909.  Although my father, Stearns Crooks, always had 
steady employment either as a cutter in the shoe factories of North Brookfield or Spencer, or 
as a last shaver in Worcester, we were never over-endowed with much extra money, yet we 
had a wonderful, happy family life.  We always had plenty for all to eat.  I had two sisters 
and two brothers:  my oldest sister, Marion, then Doris, my brother John and other brother, 
Clarence.  We supplied much of our food off the farm.  Milk, cream, eggs, vegetables, berries, 
poultry, pork, sometimes beef and during the season, wild game provided plenty for all.  As 
we reached working age, we got whatever employment was available. 

 
When 1923 came along, my brother Clarence enrolled in the Massachusetts 

Agricultural College in Amherst.  I was also enrolled in what was then known as “Aggie 
Two Year,” later named the Stockbridge School of Agriculture from which I graduated in 



1925 with a certificate of completion in the course of Poultry.  (Now, it would be considered 
an Associate Degree.) 

 
During this period I worked four months for J.J. Warren, Sr. for practical training.  

This was the year Warren started business.  The next spring I purchased eggs and had Mr. 
Warren hatch them for me and I brought home 600 Rhode Island Red chickens from which 
the nationally known Crooks Farm strain of production-bred Rhode Island Reds were 
developed.  This was a slow growing process and I (we) – the entire family – worked and 
pulled together.  We did not have any real reserve cash to put into the business and for 
several years the growth was slow. 

 
I married Pearl E. Smith on April 30, 1931 and took a tenement in the east side of the 

then-Crawford House on School Street where we lived until 1936.  We then moved to 123 
School Street where we lived until July 1941 when we moved back home here with my 
mother as my dad had died in 1941.  Our only child, Rhoda Fay, was born August 2, 1938.  It 
was at this time that our business was at its peak and we were selling baby chicks and 
pedigreed breeding stock all over the world.  During these years, I had been very active in 
poultry organizational work having served as a director and later President of the Worcester 
County Poultry Association.  At the same time, and for many years, I was a director and 
delegate to the Massachusetts Federation of Poultry Associations and during the late forties 
as President of this organization.  I believe I enjoyed the Mass Record of Performance 
Breeders Association most of all.  This association was limited as there were only a limited 
number of top breeders (14-18) that were eligible and we had no trade secrets.  We held a 
dinner meeting monthly or bi-monthly for many years.  During those years, as a group, we 
were a respected and appreciated industry organization throughout the nation.  I served this 
association as president and delegate to several national conventions.  Over the years this 
town was well represented in the poultry industry as J.J. Warren, Sr. and in later years, J.J. 
Warren, Jr. served in these same offices, as well as Harry S. Bennett of Barred Plymouth 
Rock fame. 

 
During the 1940s and 1950s, we had two farms.  The home farm and one on the New 

Braintree line above the Rufus Putnam Farm, as well as several we rented.  At one time we 
had approximately 30,000 birds on the several farms.  Our feed bill ran about $800 - $1,600 a 
week when feed was about $3.50 per 100 lbs. (or $70.00 per ton). 

 
In the early 1950s, I started to raise heifers to sell. We did this to make use of the land 

at the New Braintree farm.  This system worked out much better than renting the pastures as 
we had control of the stock.  Pricewise, it was fine until we had a 5-year drought, and forage 
was short in the area.  The price of fresh heifers went from a high of $300 to an offer to buy 
at $150.  As it cost more to raise than they could be sold for, it became necessary to go into the 
milk business.  We enlarged the sheds and remodeled part of the shed for a milking room.  
At milking time (5:00 a.m. and 4:00 p.m.), the cattle were corralled and entered at one end of 
the shed of nine stalls.  As the milking, with four units, progressed and the cattle finished 
eating their grain, they were turned out the opposite end of the shed back into the pasture 
with entrance to the open housing and feed racks for hay.   

 



We had a fine herd of registered Holsteins all of which we raised from calves and at 
the time of sale we had over 70 head.  In the late 1950s, the poultry business began to be taken 
over by large milling companies.  They established integrated organizations whereby they 
would contract with an owner to supply his chickens, feed and supplies, and rent the farm 
and hire the owner or his help to care for the birds at a contract price.  (With this type of 
business we could not compete as a small breeder over the past 30 years, as all our business 
had been on a cash basis.)  It looked good to the larger growers, and the principal income of 
the big business of the past went to the big business of the future.  We had been successful 
enough in our 20 good years from 1939 to 1950, so that we decided to go out of the poultry 
business and by 1962 sold out the last flock.  We rented our buildings to J.J. Warren for two 
years and then closed down entirely except for the dairy herd which was sold in 1965.  
Although I am still considered a farmer and have most all of my equipment, I made hay as 
our only saleable product. 

 
My life has been good.   I had a wonderful childhood with a full life during all but the 

first two years on this farm, a wonderful dad and mother, two good sisters and two good 
brothers, and many friends to grow up with.  A wonderful woman for an understanding wife 
and one fine daughter who graduated very near tops in her high school class of 1956. 

 
 
 
 
 


