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  introduction




  At only about 100 miles long by 50 miles wide, Connecticut is among the smallest states in the union—actually, third smallest (or is that forty-eighth biggest?), if you want to get all technical. But as you begin reading through this book, you will quickly realize that what Connecticut lacks in physical size, it more than makes up for in terms of strangeness, peculiarity, and general offbeatery. As a matter of fact, I’d like to go on record to suggest our little Constitution State is, mile for mile, the most curious in the nation, if not the most curious outright.




  Where else in the U.S. of A. can you find a 26-foot-high statue of Paul Bunyan that serves as a flagpole, a gothic riverside castle, a 40-foot-high Easter Island head, and a genuine Museum of Curiosities with a two-headed calf—all within an hour of one another? Name a place that not only is the birthplace of the lollipop, hamburger, and submarine (not to mention motorized flight), but is also home of the beloved Wiffle ball and PEZ. And I ask you, is there another so wonderfully curious and diverse region on the planet where accused witches and crooked politicians, religious crackpots, and obsessed collectors like a woman who was—pretty much literally—nuts for nuts, all have lived? Okay, California might be as kooky, but it’s nearly thirty times larger and dramatically more . . . not Connecticut!




  The fact that Connecticut has been “officially settled” for over 375 years (and inhabited for close to 10,000 years) has contributed greatly to its rich history—the longer people have been here, the more likely a few oddballs would have come along and made their marks. And as you read on, you will realize that this state is undoubtedly among the most oddly marked.




  So what qualifies me to make such bold, curious claims about this state? For the past decade, I’ve been an editor at Connecticut Magazine and have probably covered more ground here than the Old Leather Man did in his thirty-year sojourn (see his cave and story in the Southwest section). I’ve authored both “Sunday Drive” and “Being There” columns in the magazine, which has required me to drive nearly every mile of highway and allowed me to visit the four corners of the state as well as every town in between. I guess you could say I’m a professional Connecti-phile.




  The state—and the curious within its borders—is also my hobby. With a few friends and in my spare time, I run Damned Connecticut (www.damnedct.com), a Web site dedicated to everything unusual, weird, and extraordinary here, from supposedly haunted places and UFO sightings to quirky characters and mysterious legends. Maybe it started when my parents used to drag my sisters and me to old graveyards during family vacations, or the first time I heard about the Loch Ness Monster as a kid, but since then I’ve loved everything bizarre or unexplained that could be called Fortean phenomena.




  I have visited the ruins of Holy Land U.S.A., explored the underground crypt of New Haven’s Center Church, witnessed hundreds of people banging pots and pans to awaken Essex Ed, (accidentally) stood on the “cursed” throne at the Little People’s Village, been terrified by the world’s largest jack-in-the-box, and even stood in the calendar chamber of Gungywamp on the vernal equinox and watched a ray from the setting sun illuminate its hidden chamber. All of these curiosities, by the way, can be found in the pages that follow.




  Of course, being so immersed in these kinds of things can make me a little jaded. I almost didn’t include the “ghost squirrels” of Shelton because a few actually live in my backyard. I’ve become so accustomed to the furry little nuisances that I forget that they are, indeed, a remarkable sight to the uninitiated.




  In editing this edition of Connecticut Curiosities, the focus simply was to make it more “curious” at every turn, adding new truly compelling stories and subjects to those already compiled here by the original authors. Hopefully, when you’re done, you’ll feel that your curiosity bone has been properly tickled. (Or something like that.)




  But first you have to start, right? If you’re as curious as I am—and you did pick up this book, so you obviously are—you may have even skipped on ahead. If not, what are you waiting for? Read on, my inquisitive friend. Then I encourage you to get out there and see these great Connecticut curiosities. Just don’t be surprised if you bump into me somewhere along the way!




  —Ray Bendici
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  Among notable Connecticut births, the Wiffle ball reigns supreme.
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  Northwest




  The Northwest corner of Connecticut is currently renowned for the scenic Litchfield Hills—forested rolling countryside peppered with picturesque peaks and covered bridges, horse farms, and quaint small towns. During the warmer months, thousands flock here for hiking, fishing, camping, and all sorts of outdoorsy endeavors; in autumn the spectacularly changing foliage draws eager leaf-peepers by the busload.




  Seekers of the curious, however, will enjoy this seemingly bucolic section of the state, for here can be found things as diverse as an oceanless lighthouse, the ruins of a cursed town, a nun who used to hang with Elvis, and even the largest tree in the state.




  Here’s a little bit of curious trivia: The Northwest corner is home to both the state’s highest point and its tallest peak, although they are not one and the same. The tallest peak is Bear Mountain (2,316 feet) in Salisbury, while the highest point is on the upper slope of nearby Mount Frissell at 2,380 feet; the summit of Mount Frissell is actually over the state line in Massachusetts.




  Although it’s called Bear Mountain, it’s quite unlikely that you’ll see a bear during your visit. Black bears are very common in Connecticut, but generally they don’t want to be anywhere near people. However, if you do come across a bear, remember that you don’t necessarily have to outrun it—you just have to outrun at least one of your fellow hikers.




  Kicking the Hollywood Habit




  Bethlehem




  In the late 1950s Dolores Hart was a Hollywood starlet with a bullet. She was a Princess Grace look-alike with a natural screen presence—so natural that her first screen appearance was with Elvis Presley in Loving You. In the next six short years, she appeared in ten other films, including another Presley film, King Creole, and the classic teenangst flick Where the Boys Are. In that one she was the carefree girl who dove fully clothed into a club’s huge fish tank.




  Life was good, but Dolores had visited the Abbey of Regina Laudis in Bethlehem on retreat, and she kept finding herself back at the abbey’s wooden gate. In 1963 a studio limo once more dropped off Dolores, then twenty-four, with the Benedictines and their Gregorian chant, and after two weeks she knew she would stay. She briefly returned to her worldly life to say good-bye. She told her stunned but supportive fiancé, her incredulous family, and producer Hal Wallis, who could not believe she’d throw away her future for a cloistered life. She has lived the simple life of a nun since.
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    If the Shoe Fits . . .




    A few years back, the Nutmeg State earned a new nickname in publications around the country: Corrupticut. Seems our elected officials had a run of bad judgment. Our former governor resigned and went to jail on a corruption-related charge. Several of his minions did as well. Three of our mayors, in rather short order, went to jail—two for corruption and one for particularly heinous sex offenses involving preteen girls. A state senator even got sentenced to five years in prison for taking a $5,000 bribe. We are so very sorry. We’ve always liked to make fun of, say, New Jersey or Rhode Island for this kind of nonsense, but no less an authority than the New York Times called us “Corrupticut,” so it must be true.


  




  Mother Dolores, seventy-two, is not the only Regina Laudis nun to have turned her back on a successful secular life. There are lawyers and politicians—even a member of royalty—and each nun stays as connected to her past life and profession as her order allows. Mother Dolores is still a member of the Academy of Motion Picture Arts and Sciences and gets videos of first-run movies.




  To get a peek at life inside the abbey, you can visit abbeyofregina laudis.com.




  Where Things Go Bump around the Clock




  Cornwall




  Near the thriving city of Cornwall is a group of foundation remnants and cellar holes that once was the village of Dudleytown—also known as Village of the Damned.




  If that doesn’t get your ghostbuster blood flowing, you need to check your pulse.




  Legend is that a nineteenth-century curse led to the desertion of this town. For some reason early settlers ignored the fact that the land was too rocky for cultivation and the area too far removed from a ready water source. Add to those problems the dimness of Dudleytown, which is constantly in the shadows of the surrounding hills.




  The legend varies, but in the boiled-down version, the town was abandoned after an uncomfortably large number of town residents went insane or succumbed to sudden, violent deaths. One researcher says that the town may have suffered from a kind of collective madness that could be traced to the townspeople’s forebears in England. Some say the early families of the town’s inhabitants once tried to usurp the English crown and for their troubles were beheaded and cursed. Others say that since the rocks in the area are lousy with lead, the groundwater must be also. The only thing we know for sure is that by 1899, no one lived in Dudleytown, and the forest moved back in.




  These days—other than the holes in the ground—all that remains are reported orbs of light that swirl around in the gloom. Hikers swear that birds and forest animals do not enter the boundaries of the hamlet, and, sure enough, the woods thereabouts are eerily silent. Or maybe that’s just our imagination.




  Dudleytown is just south of Coltsfoot Mountain. The owners don’t want visitors, so the area is heavily patrolled by police. Trespassers will be arrested—a curse of its own.




  Cue the Camel!




  Goshen




  Where do movie producers go when they need an exotic animal—and they need it for a film shoot in Connecticut? The Connecticut Film Commission has a list of companies that provide said beasts, but one of the first ones producers think of is R. W. Commerford & Sons, of Goshen. Commerford & Sons are able to locate and transport some of the most amazing animals—including, of course, the aforementioned humped beastie.




  The company also specializes in petting zoos and animal exhibits that include miniature horses and a 4,000-pound elephant. It supplies reindeer for Christmas parties and other animals for the advertising campaigns of companies as diverse as Brooks Brothers and Toys ‘R’ Us. And without it, Hartford’s Three Kings Day parades would be without their much-loved camels.




  R. W. Commerford & Sons, Inc., is at 48 Torrington Road (Route 4). Call (860) 491-3421 for more information, or visit www.commerfordzoo.com.




  They’ll Smoke ’Em If You’ve Got ’Em




  Goshen




  Sure, anyone can get you a smoked ham or turkey, but how about smoked pheasant, shrimp, and venison? And what to do with that large roadkill? Can’t let that go to waste, can you?




  OK, we’re kidding about the roadkill, but for two generations Nodine’s Smokehouse has been turning out specialized fare for the learned palate, including their apple-smoked bacon, which has repeatedly been named among the best in the nation.




  Nonsmokers can try the wild boar, buffalo, and quail. On our visit to the Goshen store, we found buffalo burgers and buffalo steaks alongside hot and sweet Italian sausages.




  But do you know what we really liked? The store offers Yankee link sausage, English-style bangers, crawfish boudin, and alligator.
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  Mmm . . . smoked meats.




  Ray Bendici




  Smokehouse tours are available if you call in advance. Free tastings are held every Columbus Day weekend.




  Nodine’s Smokehouse plant is in Torrington. The retail store—located behind the Nodine family home—is in Goshen on Route 63, just 1,000 yards north of where it intersects Route 4. Call (860) 491-4009 or (800) 222-2059, or visit www.nodinesmokehouse.com for more information.




  The Future Is across the Street




  Lakeville




  Architecture is a fickle thing. One man’s apple pie is another man’s brussels sprout, in a building sense. So when a really innovative, aggressive architect builds a striking structure in an area that has more traditional types of dwellings, it should come as no surprise that the collective community eyebrow raises a bit.




  Or, to be a bit more blunt about it, stick some modern art in a gallery full of Old Masters and it will get noticed. Such is the house at 15 Belgo Road in Lakeville. Architect Alfredo de Vito caused quite a stir when he built his white house in 1985. Instead of falling into the neighborhood theme of traditional A-frame–type homes, the de Vito house looks more like an office for an ambassador from Pluto.




  Sheathed in Italian marble, glass, and tile, this multilevel structure has a futuristic look that some find striking and dynamic. Other folks have been none too pleased.




  “People were furious when the house was built in Lakeville,” explains Maura Wolf of Elyse Harney Real Estate, who is handling the house. “As I understand it, the architect built it as one of his masterpieces, yet he never actually lived in the house. It stayed empty, which made people livid. They didn’t like the look of it, and here it was sitting in the middle of their neighborhood—and there wasn’t even anybody living in it. Somebody may have lived there at some point, but it’s been empty for as long as I’ve been here, which is many years.”
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  Can you believe it? Some locals actually think this house doesn’t fit in with traditional New England architecture. Madness!




  It certainly is unique, to say the least. We actually like the place, but then we’ve never been accused of having any taste.




  But we are not alone. We’re pleased to report that the house in Lakeville has new owners, who have been actively sprucing the place up and enjoying the fascinating structure immensely. We wish them the best in their unique home.




  Fast Cars in the Country




  Lakeville




  Back when Jim Vaill started racing an old MG around an even older lime rock pit, there wasn’t much competition. Of course it was 1955, and the kids were just having fun. But then someone suggested that the ruts the young men had worn in the ground would be a good foundation for a real race track, and in this chi-chi and bucolic corner of Connecticut, Lime Rock Park was born. (But not without some heartache—construction on the track was delayed about six months after a bad flood in 1955.)




  The first event was held in 1957 and attracted 6,600 people—among them Walter Cronkite, who drove a car. The track changed hands several times before racing instructor Skip Barber bought it and started a school there in 1975. He paved the track, replaced the overworked septic system, and generally turned it into a decent racing venue.




  Even if he hadn’t, Lime Rock is considered the prettiest track on the planet. Set in the Berkshire Mountains’ foothills, Lime Rock is surrounded by farmland and colonial houses. The nearby village of Salisbury is downright picture-postcard pretty, and if you were lucky in times past, you might have found Connecticut’s favorite race driver/philanthropist/movie star there. Paul Newman, who started racing only in his late forties or thereabouts, had quite an impressive record on the 1.54-mile course.




  Lime Rock Track is at 60 White Hollow Road, just east of Salisbury in Lakeville. For more information call (800) RACE-LRP (7223-577) or visit www.limerock.com.




  Dorothy’s Got Nothing on Litchfield




  Litchfield




  Here on the windswept plains . . . OK, Connecticut doesn’t have plains, but you get the idea. Here in the Berkshire Hills, Dorothy would have felt right at home. This may not be Kansas, but we certainly have our own mini tornado alley. Tornadoes are surprisingly common across interior sections of southern New England. In fact, the tornado density is as great in Litchfield County as in almost any other part of the country. Statistically, about four to five tornadoes per 10,000 square miles will occur annually in Connecticut and western Massachusetts. That density of severe weather is exceeded only by Kansas and Oklahoma, which annually have between six and eight tornadoes for every 10,000 square miles.




  Granted, most of our tornadoes are smallish, but they can reach the level of what occurs during the most violent of weather episodes on the Great Plains. In 1979 the devastating Windsor Locks tornado struck; ten years later, a July tornado swarm included a Category F-4 tornado in Hamden with winds over 200 miles per hour. That’s a pretty big blow. It was a banner year for Connecticut twisters in 2009, with three touching down during the summer—one in June in Wethersfield, followed about a month later on a particularly stormy day when tornadoes hit both Shelton and Madison.




  And when population density is factored into the equation, the odds of a person being affected by a tornado are greater here than any other part of the country, including Dorothy’s Kansas. From 1979 to 1999 the Windsor Locks tornado was the most costly tornado to strike anywhere in the country. Our homegrown tornado lost that position to the May 1999 Oklahoma City tornado. Not that we want the record back or anything.




  Seeking Sanctuary




  Litchfield




  In 1858, while searching for firewood in a grotto near the small village of Lourdes in the French countryside, fourteen-year-old Bernadette Soubirous claimed she was visited by a vision of the Blessed Virgin Mary, the mother of Jesus. A church and sanctuary were built on the spot, and Lourdes went on to become one of the most renowned Christian shrines in the world, with millions of visitors annually.




  Cut to 1954, northwestern Connecticut. With the centennial of St. Bernadette’s visitation looming, the seminary students of the Montfort Missionaries decided to construct a full-size replica of the holy site. With only a dog-eared postcard of the original Lourdes Grotto tacked to a pine tree as a guide, the aspiring missionaries labored long and hard, using local stone and natural materials. Completed and dedicated in time for the centennial celebration in 1958, Lourdes in Litchfield now draws thousands of pilgrims each year.




  But why build in Litchfield, which is out of the way for the majority of folk? There is no specific connection to the shrine in France—no miracle on the spot, no long religious history in the area, not so much as a Jesus tree around. The only physical link is a sole rock from Lourdes, imported from France and cemented to the Litchfield shrine.




  As soon as you set foot on the grounds of the woodsy thirty-five-acre retreat, however, it’s apparent why this seemingly random spot in the scenic Litchfield Hills so inspired the students. Sharing similar topography as the site of the shrine in France, the area is as serene and beautiful as any in the state, with amiably twittering birds and a peacefully babbling brook near the grotto altar. All in all, it’s quite conducive to deep reflection, introspection, and meditation.




  A chapel, gift shop, and numerous religious statues also dot the grounds.




  Lourdes in Litchfield is open daily from dawn to dusk for the faithful as well as those simply seeking solace. It is located at 83 Montfort Road, just off Route 118 in Litchfield. For more information call (860) 567-1041 or visit shrinect.org.
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  Lourdes in Litchfield is a vision of peace, tranquility, and inspiration.




  Ray Bendici
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    Book ’Em, Danno




    Don’t you just love a happy ending to a weird story? In 1990 state police officers at Troop L barracks in Litchfield were moving from their old headquarters to a new $6 million complex.




    They were leaving behind memories and a mystery—or so they thought. For as long as anyone remembered, a bullet had rested in a plaque on the old building, but no one knew how the bullet had got there. As the troopers were packing, an old man walked in and said he wanted to come clean; his conscience had been bothering him.




    In World War II the old gentleman, then a young gentleman, had been drafted to fight, and his going-away party had gotten rambunctious. Yes, shots were fired—several, in fact. And well, the old man was certain his was the bullet that had struck the building and left a reminder of his youthful, uh, enthusiasm and patriotism.




    Would you arrest the man? Troop L officers didn’t have the heart. Instead they sent the gentleman on his way. So many years later, an arrest seemed beside the point.


  




  You Be the Lawyer




  Litchfield




  It’s a pretty safe bet that you’ve always wanted to know what it would be like to be a billionaire. And when you’re not thinking about staggering amounts of cash, we bet you’ve been wondering what it would have been like to be a student at the first law school in the United States. Right?




  Maybe you haven’t, and neither had we—until we visited the Tapping Reeve House at 82 South Street in Litchfield. We heartily recommend the experience too.




  Tapping Reeve became a lawyer the only way you could in the mid-eighteenth century: by being an apprentice under a lawyer and then passing the bar. When he later became a judge, he decided to discard this tradition by starting the first real law school the country had ever seen, in Litchfield. His first pupil was Aaron Burr, who later became his brother-in-law. Today you get to “attend” the Litchfield Law School by assuming the identity of a young student (such as one Levi Woodbury) and learning about the school through his (all students then were male) eyes. You see your travel arrangements, read about your political party affiliation, write a letter home for money when you run out, and ultimately learn your fate upon leaving school.
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  Up for a little role-playing?




  This is not only a neat museum but also a great concept. It’s one thing to visit a historic place that has role players but quite a different kettle of law books to play the role yourself.




  For more information call (860) 567-4501 or visit www.litchfieldhistoricalsociety.org/lawschool.




  A Chip off the Historical Block




  Litchfield




  Litchfield is a sleepy little New England town, wonderfully preserved and picturesque and clearly well looked after by its residents. But beneath the tranquil exterior, you get a sense that it’s actually very important in some way. It is. It’s been a hotbed for the well-to-do, the movers and shakers, and various pioneers of things like law schools and historical societies.




  Here’s another interesting tidbit: Going all the way back to 1856, the Litchfield Historical Society, at the corner of South and East Streets, has been trying to preserve the history of the town. Even back then, these people had an unusually strong appreciation for preserving things from the past for residents of the future. You could call it an obsession, although there were certainly no designer colognes involved.




  But they did like to save some pretty unusual, even weird, artifacts. One particularly coveted piece is the kind of thing you would find at the base of any woodpile. But this particular wood chip, encased in a beautiful little glass box, has almost a holy air about it. It’s a tiny chunk of the Charter Oak, the tree that hid Connecticut’s charter from the slimy hands of King James II’s agents back in the 1680s. It’s odd to see such a mundane object as a chunk of wood in such a fancy display case; but then it was a very important tree that once wore this bark. The museum actually has six pieces of the Charter Oak, including a foot-long limb, some with plaques, others with their history written right on them in ink.
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    Something you should know about Litchfield County: Dustin Hoffman lives here. So do Meryl Streep and Kevin Bacon. So do Susan St. James, Mia Farrow, and Denis Leary. Yet it’s very much a rural county. There are more cows than people—very well-behaved cows, but cows nevertheless. Columnist Earl Wilson called it the “mink and manure” set.


  




  The rest of the museum is full of other curious treasures, such as period clothing that you are encouraged to try on (to see if you would have fit into Litchfield’s glorious past). There’s also a rifle custom-built for a clergyman, which was no doubt used to encourage regular church attendance.




  Call (860) 567-4501 or visit litchfieldhistoricalsociety.org for more information.




  The Devil’s Second Home




  New Hartford




  You never really know what you’re going to run into when you round a corner in this state. You could be minding your own business and suddenly get confronted by a giant ant, legions of Bernese Mountain dogs—even Satan’s Kingdom.




  Satan’s Kingdom? No kidding. We realize that doesn’t exactly sound like a place you’d want to visit, but lest you think we’re talking about some sort of elevator straight to Lucifer’s Lair, have no fear. We’re talking about Satan’s Kingdom State Recreation Area in New Hartford.
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  Fear not the name.




  Obviously this is no Paradise Alley or Heaven’s Gate, but it is a pretty, dynamic place for water sports on the West Branch of the Farmington River. This is a fantastic place for canoeists, kayakers, and tubers (and we don’t mean couch potatoes). You can actually encounter some Class III rapids in these waters. Such conditions mean you might just have a hell of a good time shooting the river (sorry about that).




  So why the diabolical name? It is widely reported that in the 1700s the rugged area around the gorge just outside New Hartford was largely peopled by criminals, miscreants, ne’er-do-wells, and probably trolls and ogres (although we haven’t seen such a declaration about those last two in any texts). The name Satan’s Kingdom was allegedly coined by local clergy, who believed the place was a virtual no-man’sland, an isolated area that was wild and lawless. Now it’s just a great place to recreate.




  The Oceanless Lighthouse




  New Hartford




  It’s always enlightening to realize that your perceptions have been limited by the narrow prism of your own experience. Case in point: We always assumed that lighthouses were huge, towerlike structures erected near reefs and other maritime hazards to help mariners navigate around them. Given this definition, you would think that any story about a lighthouse would be somehow associated with Connecticut’s rugged coastline.




  But in typical Nutmeg fashion, some of our resident ancestors decided to create a different type of lighthouse many years ago, when a small community was settled not far from New Hartford, in the area now known as the People’s State Forest. The official name of the settlement was Barkhamsted Lighthouse, and historians have shown it began with the unlikely pairing (at the time) of a Wethersfield girl named Molly Barber and a Native American named James Chaugham in the 1770s. The community that grew up on this site was a diverse one that included recently freed slaves, newly arrived Europeans, and various indigenous folks. The village thrived all the way through the 1850s.




  Why was it called a lighthouse? The story goes that the lights from this small settlement served as a navigational beacon in the night for stagecoaches on their way to New Hartford. Aha! Much as camels are called ships of the desert, stagecoaches were at one time the ships of the Connecticut wilderness. Today you can see vestiges of the Lighthouse community off the Jessie Gerard Trail in People’s State Forest, just off the East River Road.




  The Big Chill




  Norfolk




  The Litchfield Hills are great to visit any time of year, but if you plan on stopping in Norfolk, make sure to bring along a sweater—even in summer!




  At a general elevation of 1,365 feet (with some points as high as 1,770 feet), Norfolk is known as the “Icebox of Connecticut.”




  Sure that altitude doesn’t sound imposing, but it’s enough to keep the town dramatically cooler than the rest of the state—the average mean temperature is a frosty 44.4 degrees Fahrenheit, and even in July the average mean temperature is only 67.8 degrees. Not surprisingly, the coldest temperature on state record was posted in Norfolk on February 13, 1943: minus 37 degrees. Talk about shrinkage!




  The town also gets the most snow in Connecticut. A whopping 96 inches falls here annually, and with the low temperatures, a Christmas snowman can last well into April.




  The nearly 1,700 residents of Norfolk are proud of their hardiness—numerous signs proclaim the icebox designation, and the constant chill has inspired the creation of the Norfolk Curling Club, dedicated to that odd Olympic sport where a forty-two-pound round granite stone is slid along ice and participants try to control its path with brooms and squeegees. When you get ice, make snow cones, right?




  Despite the chill, Norfolk has a few fine restaurants, an eye-catching library, a great year-round entertainment venue (Infinity Hall), and an excellent annual music event—the Yale Summer School of Music Norfolk Chamber Music Festival, held at the scenic Ellen Battell Stoeckel estate.




  If you go, just remember to bring the legwarmers.




  Some Enchanted Diner




  North Canaan




  If you were a small lunch counter, or even just a hot dog cart, and you wanted to be a diner when you grew up, one amazing eatery should be your role model: the Collin’s Diner in North Canaan.




  This is a diner’s diner—a cool eatery that is like no other on the planet because no other diner has more history, longevity, or “train cred.” Train cred is of course short for train credibility, as opposed to street credibility, because this diner has come a long way to be here (from another state, in fact) and has always been a stone’s throw from a train station. The station itself was built in 1870 but a significant portion of it was gutted by fire in 2001. Local preservationists are currently working to fully restore it.




  The Collin’s Diner was built in New Jersey and opened here on August 11, 1941. It is filled with unique fixtures, such as the marble in the counter, which was liberated from a broken-down bar in Texas. So what we have here is a seventy-year-old Connecticut diner, built in Jersey, with some Lone Star marble. Yee-haw!




  Like the quality of the food and service, owner Mohammed Abo-Hamzy has tried to keep the diner as original as possible, right down to the handles on the refrigerators. “Only three things aren’t original,” he says: “the soda machine, as we used to keep the sodas in an iced-down sink, the coffee machine, and me.”




  Probably no other diner in America has been in more commercials, movies, and other media, and it’s safe to say that few establishments have a more loyal following. A New Haven motorcycle club whose members love to make the trip up to the Litchfield Hills even gave an award to the Collin’s Diner for years of great food and friendship. It’s rare to see such loyalty to an eatery, but once you chat with Mohammed and hear his devotion to the place and its customers—and soak up the atmosphere and eat great chow—you can see why it’s downright magical.




  These days, the day-to-day running of the diner is handled by Mohammed’s son Ameen and the rest of the family, who are dedicated to keeping the place that has meant so much to so many largely unchanged. Ameen is even more famous as a poet, and each summer since 1995, a Poetry Is Music gathering has been held at the diner. It grows in popularity every season.
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  This well-traveled diner is as eclectic as it is historic.




  The diner is located at the junction of Routes 44 and 7. For more information call (860) 824-7040 or visit www.collinsdiner.com.




  If These Stones Could Talk




  Salisbury




  Connecticut is big on its dead, and Ruth Shapleigh-Brown is executive director of Connecticut Gravestone Network—a volunteer group that protects historic burial grounds and cemeteries like Dutcher’s Bridge Cemetery in Salisbury. She and others travel around the state clearing brush, recording information from stones almost lost to the elements, and making sure the plots are protected from development.




  Along with the information on the stones, the network also records the histories of the various burying grounds. Dutcher’s was purchased by the town of Salisbury in 1802 from Rulff Dutcher for $1. The earliest graves found here date from 1767, and the most recent gravestone is dated 1881. Carvings on many of the stones are all but eaten away, and people like Shapleigh-Brown discourage “rubbings”—placing thin paper over the stones and then rubbing a pencil across in order to see what the stone once said. Even that tends to wear down the already-fragile brownstones and limestones.
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  Some of Connecticut’s early settlers are buried here.




  The cemetery is a good example of many of the 2,400 cemeteries scattered around Connecticut. (The last accurate count taken was in 1934 by the Work Projects Administration.) Within Dutcher’s, there are the family plots—like those of the Carter family, with matriarch Anna Carter’s stone calling her the “relief” of husband Benoni, who is buried next to her. Take a moment to read the stones. Anna Carter must have left suddenly. A poem carved into the foot of her 4-foot-high stone reads:




  WHEN DEATH IS SENT FROM GOD ABOVE


  AND CALLS US FROM THOSE WHO DEARLY LOVE


  HE DOESN’T ALWAYS WARNING GIVE


  DEAR FRIENDS, BE CAREFUL HOW YOU LIVE.




  Dutcher’s Bridge Cemetery is on Route 44, heading west just past the Housatonic River and up Weatogue Road on your right.




  Learn More Than You Thought Possible at the Tavern Museum




  Simsbury




  That’s the Phelps Tavern Museum, where you can see what it was like to belly up, colonial style. Be prepared to lose some illusions. People who want to believe there were lusty barmaids waiting at your beck and call can just forget about it. Taverns and inns, such as the one housed in the historic Captain Elisha Phelps House, were usually part of private homes, and innkeepers were mostly married. So things were a lot tamer than you might think.




  The Phelps was home to three generations of tavernkeepers, from 1786 to 1849, and was the site of ordination balls and Masonic meetings, among other gatherings. If it’s a special occasion, the museum will have on display the Higley copper, an ingenious local currency first minted by Samuel Higley, a doctor who trained at Yale University. The first coin was originally valued at 3 pence, but townspeople said that was too much, so Higley, who mined iron on a 143-acre site in what is now East Granby, stamped “Value me as you please” on the coin. It was never officially sanctioned, and only a few authentic coins remain.
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