

  [image: image]




  
Scenic DrivingCONNECTICUT AND RHODE ISLAND





  
Scenic DrivingCONNECTICUT AND RHODE ISLAND





  Exploring the States’ Most Spectacular Byways and Back Roads




  STEWART M. GREEN




  [image: image]




  Guilford, Connecticut




  [image: image]




  An imprint of Rowman & Littlefield




  Distributed by NATIONAL BOOK NETWORK




  Copyright © 2016 by Rowman and Littlefield




  Photography by Stewart M. Green




  Excerpted from Scenic Routes & Byways New England (Globe Pequot, 978-0-7627-7955-0)




  All rights reserved. No part of this book may be reproduced in any form or by any electronic or mechanical means, including information storage and retrieval systems, without written permission from the publisher, except by a reviewer who may quote passages in a review.




  British Library Cataloguing in Publication Information Available




  Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data is available on file.




  ISBN 978-1-4930-2237-3 (paperback)




  ISBN 978-1-4930-2238-0 (e-book)




  [image: image]The paper used in this publication meets the minimum requirements of American National Standard for Information Sciences—Permanence of Paper for Printed Library Materials, ANSI/NISO Z39.48-1992.




  [image: image]




  INTRODUCTION




  Connecticut and Rhode Island offer travelers a spectacular assortment of natural and scenic wonders, historic sites, and varied recreational opportunities. Numerous state parks, forests, beaches, and recreation areas preserve slices of superlative landscapes. In addition to the ocean, hundreds of lakes and ponds and numerous rivers and brooks offer boating, swimming, canoeing, and angling choices for outdoor enthusiasts. The cities, towns, and villages, from the urban centers of Hartford and Providence, to myriad tiny villages dotting the hills of Connecticut and Rhode Island, are filled with culture and steeped in history.




  Scenic Driving Connecticut and Rhode Island, an indispensable mile-by-mile highway companion, explores and discovers the wonders of this compact region. The drives follow miles of highways and back roads, sampling the region’s colorful historical sites, beauty spots, hidden wonders, and scenic jewels. Drivers will wind along ragged headlands pounded by the restless ocean along the Connecticut coast, marvel at classic villages set among beaches and hills, pass rural birthplaces and burial sites of the notable and the notorious, and wander among shifting sand dunes. Most of the drives leave the urban sprawl and interstate highways behind, setting off into the beautiful heart of the region.




  Connecticut and Rhode Island are laced with highways and roads, some dating back to the earliest paths that once connected colonial settlements. Area natives will undoubtedly wonder why some roads are included and others omitted. These routes were chosen for their beauty, unique natural history, and historical implications. Omitted are worthy roads for one reason or another, but mostly due to the burgeoning development along those asphalt corridors in an amazing labyrinth of highway possibilities.




  Use these described drives to win a new appreciation and understanding of this marvelous landscape. Take them as a starting point to embark on new adventures by seeking out other back-road gems among the rolling hills and vales of Connecticut, in the historic towns and old hills of Rhode Island.




  Travel Advice


  




  Be prepared for changing weather when traveling these scenic highways, especially in winter when snow and ice encase the roadways. Most of the drives, except for bits and pieces, are paved two-lane highways that are regularly maintained. Services are available on all the drives, and every little village offers at least some basics during daylight hours. Use caution when driving. Many of the roads twist and wind through valleys and over mountains, with blind corners. Follow the posted speed limits and stay in your lane. Use occasional pullouts to allow faster traffic to safely pass. Watch for heavy traffic on some roads, particularly during summer vacation season and on fall-foliage weekends. Be extremely alert for animals crossing the asphalt. Take care at dusk, just after darkness falls, and in the early morning.




  The region’s fickle weather creates changeable and dangerous driving conditions. Make sure your windshield wipers are in good shape. Heavy rain can impair highway vision and cause your vehicle to hydroplane. Snow and ice slicken mountain highways. Slow down, carry chains and a shovel, and have spare clothes and a sleeping bag when traveling in winter. Watch for fog and poor visibility, particularly along the coastlines. Know your vehicle and its limits when traveling and, above all, use common sense.




  Travelers are, unfortunately, potential crime victims. Use caution when driving in urban areas or popular tourist destinations. Keep all valuables, including wallets, purses, cameras, and video cameras, out of sight in a parked car. Better yet, take them with you when leaving the vehicle.




  These drives cross a complex mosaic of private and public land. Respect private property rights by not trespassing or crossing fences.




  Remember also that all archaeological and historic sites are protected by federal law. Campers should try to use established campgrounds or campsites whenever possible to avoid adverse environmental impacts. Remember to douse your campfires and to pack all your trash out with you to the nearest refuse container.




  Every road we travel offers its own promise and special rewards. Remember Walt Whitman’s poetic proclamation as you drive along these scenic highways: “Afoot, light-hearted, I take to the open road. Healthy, free, the world before me.”
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1 Connecticut Coast




  General description: A 71-mile scenic route along southeastern Connecticut’s historic coastline.




  Special attractions: Mystic Seaport: The Museum of America and the Sea, Mystic Aquarium, Bluff Point State Park, Fort Griswold Battlefield State Park, US Navy Submarine Force Museum, Rocky Neck State Park, Old Lyme, Lyme Academy of Fine Arts, Old Saybrook, Florence Griswold Museum, Hammonasset Beach State Park, Guilford, Whitfield House, historic houses and sites, picnicking, camping, fishing, swimming, beaches.




  Location: Southeastern Connecticut.




  Drive route numbers: US 1, I-95, CT 156 and 146.




  Travel season: Year-round.




  Camping: Rocky Neck State Park has a 160-site campground that is open from mid-April through the end of September. Hammonasset Beach State Park has the William F. Miller Campground with 558 sites and beach access. Call (203) 245-1817 for park campground information and reservations.




  Services: All services in Pawcatuck, Mystic, Groton, New London, Niantic, Old Lyme, Old Saybrook, Clinton, Madison, and Guilford.




  Nearby attractions: Watch Hill (RI), Misquamicut State Beach (RI), Nehantic State Forest, Becket Hill State Park, Connecticut River, Selden Neck State Park, Gillette Castle State Park, East Haddam, Brainard Homestead State Park, Haddam Meadows State Park, Cockaponset State Forest, Chatfield Hollow State Park, New Haven attractions.




  The Route


  




  This scenic route traverses 71 miles of southeastern Connecticut’s coastline, passing numerous historic areas and towns, and crossing the unspoiled mouth of New England’s longest river while offering tranquil vistas of sandy beaches, salt marshes, and dense woodlands. Worlds away from the Nutmeg State’s busy urban centers, this lovely drive parallels coves, inlets, and beaches along Long Island Sound between Rhode Island and the outskirts of New Haven. This section of coast boasts a long and colorful seafaring history, with many of its towns, including some of the state’s oldest villages, drawing sustenance from the ocean.
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  The 19th-century Industrial Revolution, which transformed and urbanized much of southern New England, mostly bypassed the fishing and whaling villages along the southeastern Connecticut coast. Instead, industry developed inland at the fall line of the region’s rivers, with rapids and waterfalls generating power for mills and factories.




  Today this shoreline, lying just off I-95 and the hectic Boston–New York corridor, is generally overlooked by passing drivers. Those who do venture off the interstate are treated to quiet country roads and a look at Connecticut’s rich maritime heritage.




  Heading west from Rhode Island to New Haven, the drive begins in Pawcatuck on the west side of the Pawcatuck River, across from Westerly in Rhode Island. Pawcatuck is easily reached from I-95. Take exit 2 and drive south a few miles on CT 2 to its junction with US 1, the East Coast’s celebrated main thoroughfare. US 1 roughly follows the old Boston Post Road, the colonial road between Boston and New York. Head west through Pawcatuck on US 1 past many large homes and leave town after a mile. A few miles later is US 1A; jog left here to Stonington.




  Stonington


  






  One of Connecticut’s loveliest coastal villages, Stonington sits on a narrow peninsula jutting south into Fishers Island Sound. The town, dubbed the “Nursery for Seamen,” offers a superb, protected harbor that nourished its profitable whaling, sealing, fishing, trading, and shipbuilding industries through the 19th century. This once-busy town, settled in the 1640s, figured prominently in early Connecticut history when the local militia repelled British naval attacks during both the Revolution and the War of 1812.
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The historic 1852 Captain Nathaniel B. Palmer House preserves a slice of Stonington’s seafaring history.


  The latter battle is commemorated by a historical tablet on Water Street that reads: “The brave men of Stonington defeated a landing force from the British ship Ramillies bent on burning the town and its shipping. August 10, 1814.” Cannon Square holds a pair of 18-pound cannons that the patriots used to repulse four British warships, which were commanded by Captain Thomas M. Hardy and armed with 140 guns. The invaders sent a note ashore warning the villagers to abandon the town within one hour or face their wrath. Stonington’s soldiers replied, “We shall defend the place to the last extremity; should it be destroyed, we shall perish in its ruins.” Captain Jeremiah Holmes tacked an American flag over the town’s earthen breastworks, averring, “That flag shall never come down while I’m alive.” The subsequent 2-day British barrage injured only one person, while the local cannons killed 21 British sailors, wounded 50 more, and almost sank the Dispatch before the ships withdrew.




  This seaport town, at one time the third largest in the state, was a bustling commercial hub at its zenith. Stonington’s two main avenues were jammed with seamen, whalers, and sailors and lined with buildings, warehouses, and the opulent houses of wealthy merchants and sea captains. Ships based here fanned out around the globe, including the Betsy, the first American ship to circumnavigate the world. Captain Nathaniel Parker sailed from here on a sealing expedition in 1820 and discovered Antarctica. The town, with as many as 17 separate tracks, was also an early railroad center with passengers arriving by rail from Boston and departing for New York on ferries.




  Stonington still retains its colonial charm with cobblestone streets and many Federal and Greek Revival–style homes. A walking tour brochure details important sites, including homes once occupied by poet Stephen Vincent Benét and painter James Whistler. With its narrow streets hemmed in by restored buildings and houses and numerous shops, Stonington is a great place for walkers, rather than drivers, to roam and explore.
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  Be sure to stop at the Old Lighthouse Museum at the end of Water Street, overlooking the Atlantic. The sturdy granite lighthouse, built in 1823, was the first erected by the federal government. Inside is an eclectic collection of local artifacts and memorabilia, including distinctive Stonington salt-glaze pottery, ship models, whaling gear, cannonballs from the Battle of Stonington, and treasures brought back from the Orient. Circular stone stairs lead to a small chamber atop the lighthouse and marvelous views of the surrounding harbor, Block Island to the southeast, and even the tip of Montauk Point on Long Island to the south.




  Return to US 1 by taking Water Street north and following signs for US 1 and I-95. Back on US 1, head west past the upper end of placid Stonington Harbor, past a turnoff to Lords Point, and run through a forest dotted with homes. After almost 5 miles the road bends northwest and enters Mystic, the best known of New England’s living history museum-villages.
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