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The Devil’s Hop Yard is only a hop, skip, and a jump away

––––––––
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The autumn leaves were as red and orange as a forest fire. But the October temperature was nippy, what we used to call “long-sleeves weather.” My wife and I were staying at a B&B in Deep River, Connecticut, where a welcome sign on Route 154 modestly proclaimed it to be “A Nice Town.” 

We often visited the River Wind Inn, preferring its Zelda Room, a two-room suite whose decor is “delightfully Gatsby.” This quaint inn features plenty of nooks and crannies, several working fireplaces, decanters of port in the front parlor, and pig-shaped biscuits to go with breakfast. You could see the town square from our room. Here is where the annual Deep River Ancient Muster, the largest gathering of fife and drum corps in the world, takes place.

Nearby is Chester, the charming village where Morley Safer of TV’s “60 Minutes” resides. Its streets are ablaze with fall colors, the square crowded with tourists bundled against the chill. You can see your breath in front of your face.

And on the other side of Deep River is Essex, a shipbuilding port that looks like a page ripped from a history book. My wife browses through the main street shops, finding handmade crafts and carnival glass and decorative antiques.

These three dots on a map – Deep River, Chester, and Essex – comprise what locals call the “Tri-Town Area,” all a part of the Lower Connecticut River Valley. This region has been designated as a “Last Great Place” by The Nature Conservancy – one of only 40 in the Western Hemisphere. Nestled at the mouth of the Connecticut River, it’s an area comprised of shoreline, tidal marsh, inland wetlands, and forested hills. It is a wonderful place to explore. Among this scattering of small rustic villages, you’ll find historic country inns, charming restaurants, small museums, and antique shops chockfull of knickknacks and other memorabilia.

Originally, it was part of one big settlement known as Saybrook Colony, founded back in 1635 by deed from the 2nd Earl of Warwick. The colony was later merged with the Connecticut Colony a few miles up the river. In 1897 the Connecticut state flag was adapted from the seal of Saybrook Colony.

In more recent times, the town of Old Saybrook was the country home of actress Katherine Hepburn. You can visit the old town hall building that is being reverted back to its original use as a theater, to be called the Katherine Hepburn Cultural Arts Center and Theater.

Yale University – before it moved to its sprawling campus in New Haven – actually began as the Collegiate School of Connecticut in Old Saybrook.

On the other side of the river is Old Lyme, a popular artists’ colony. Many notable American impressionist painters – Willard Metcalf, Edward Charles Volkert, Wilson Irvine, Childe Hassam, and Henry Ward Ranger, to name a few – did some of their best works here. You can see a splendid assortment at the Lyme Academy of Fine Arts. Bespectacled talk-show host Sally Jessy Rafael resides in the town. And Albert Einstein maintained a summer home in Old Lyme.

Essex is site of one of the few invasions of the US by a foreign power. The British ransacked the town in 1812, sailing into the mouth of the Connecticut River and occupying the Bushnell Tavern (now the Griswold Inn). Twenty-eight ships were burned, but the town was spared. 

On the second Saturday of each May, a group known as the “Sailing Masters of 1812” commemorate the “Burning of the Ships” with a fife-and-drum parade down Essex’s Main Street and a ceremony at the steamboat dock. The paraders wear naval uniforms of the period. Given the town’s less than heroic response to what one historian termed the “Pearl Harbor” of that war, the event by tradition is unpublicized.

Better known is Essex’s annual Groundhog Day parade where crowds shout at a papier-mâché groundhog named “Essex Ed,” to wake him and bring an end to winter.

The Essex Steam Train offers a dinner tour aboard its clipper express from Essex to Haddam. Or you can take the regular train from Essex to Deep River and then board the Becky Thatcher Riverboat to continue up to East Haddam where you can enjoy a musical at the Goodspeed Opera House.

Or you can catch the train to nearby Gillette Castle State Park to visit a rough stone castle built by turn-of-the-century actor William Gillette, known for his portrayal of Sherlock Holmes on the stage.

East Haddam is the site of the Devil’s Hop Yard, an area riddled by perfectly cylindrical potholes in the rocks near a waterfall. This mysterious place is mentioned in H. P. Lovecraft’s “The Dunwich Horror.” Legend has it that the devil, angry at getting his tail wet in the falls, pounded holes in the stone with his hooves. However, geologists affirm that the potholes are a natural phenomenon, so it’s more likely the name comes from a long-ago tenant farmer named Dibble growing hops for beer in this area.

With this collection of towns evolving at different periods, the architecture is varied – ranging from small Cape Cods in Centerville to Federal style homes in Essex, Victorian manors in Ivorytown to two-story center chimney farmhouses dotting the outlaying countryside.

At one time, Ivorytown was a worldwide importing center for ivory. Originally a factory town, Comstock, Cheney & Co. was a chief importer of ivory and manufacturer of piano keys, dominoes, and billiard balls.

We prefer to drive through the Connecticut River Valley in the fall, when the leafy canopies of maples and beeches have turned coopery yellows and rusty reds, dazzling the eye as far as you can see across the forested countryside.
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Christmas at Biltmore House
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Light a holiday candle for the largest private home in America

––––––––
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Snow was coming down, the flakes as big as cotton balls. Ahead of us was Biltmore House, the opulent mansion built in the late 1800s by George W. Vanderbilt as a testament to wealth and luxurious living. With more than 250 rooms, it remains the largest private home built in America.

This time of year Biltmore is ablaze with holiday decorations, the front lawn covered with light-sparkling evergreens and softly lit tulip poplars, its centerpiece a tall Christmas tree trimmed with twinkling stars. A fantasy-like scene, perhaps what the Griswold’s house would have looked like if the family had been multi-millionaires.

This evening’s program is known as “Candlelight Christmas Evenings,” an annual holiday celebration that extends from November 6 to January 3. 

It seems appropriate, for Vanderbilt first occupied Biltmore House two months before Christmas of 1895, and on Christmas Eve held a festive party with gentlemen guests dressed in white tie and tails, ladies in full-length ball gowns.

While I’d visited the estate as a teenager and again as an adult, my wife had never been. Walking toward the house, our tracks trailed behind us in the snow. In the twilight the surrounding landscape hinted of vast forests and distant rivers. 8,000 acres in all. The estate includes River Bend Farm with an assortment of goats, chickens and horses roaming freely in the barnyard, an award-winning winery, a deer park, a river for rafting, winding drives, and the 213-room four-star Inn on Biltmore Estate.
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