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Introduction


Twenty years from now you will be more disappointed by the things you didn’t do than by the ones you did do. So throw off the bowlines, sail away from the safe harbor. Catch the trade winds in your sails. Explore. Dream. Discover.
—Mark Twain




Nestled between the much larger states of New York and Massachusetts, Connecticut is certainly “off the beaten path.” Our state occupies only a bit more than 5,000 square miles along the coast of Long Island Sound, making it the third-smallest state in the Union. But nowhere in America can the traveler find so representative a history, so rich a culture, and so great a physical diversity packed into so small an area.


Connecticut’s history is rich and varied. The Native Americans who lived in the region for millennia before the arrival of the first Europeans called it Quinnehtukqut (“Beside the Long Tidal River” or “Long River”). About 20,000 Native Americans lived in the area when the Dutch discovered the Connecticut River in 1614. As settlers and natives clashed, many of the tribes were forced to work together, and tribal lines were blurred. Many Native peoples who live today have a mixed heritage from more than one of these tribes.


English Puritans from Massachusetts began to move into Connecticut in 1633, and in 1638–1639, the towns of Hartford, Windsor, and Wethersfield adopted the Fundamental Orders of Connecticut, setting up a government for the new Connecticut Colony. About the same time, the colony of New Haven was founded farther west along the coast of Long Island Sound. The two colonies were joined in 1662, and the state gained—roughly—its current outline.


Since then, the history of Connecticut has largely marched with that of America. The state has played a vital role in American experiences, such as the settlement of the frontier, the winning of the Revolutionary War, the adoption of the Constitution, the Union victory in the Civil War, and that vast technological upheaval known as the Industrial Revolution.

constitutionstate


Connecticut is called the “Constitution State” because the Fundamental Orders, a governing principle based on the will of the people, is considered one of the first written constitutions of a democratic government. You can see these orders at the Museum of Connecticut History in Hartford.




Connecticut’s part in the American pageant has left a lasting mark on the state. Its towns have been ravaged by America’s wars. Its language and culture have been molded by the nation’s immigration patterns. Its geography has been altered by the spread of industrialization. Its economy has been shaped by the growth—and demise—of such industries as whaling, railroading, shipbuilding, and textile manufacturing. It has been, in many ways, a microcosm of America itself.



Connecticut River


The Connecticut River is one of 14 waterways designated American Heritage Rivers by former vice president Al Gore.


The Connecticut River is 410 miles long—about 5,551 football fields.


Today’s Connecticut River came into being between 10,000 and 13,000 years ago, after the Wisconsin Glacier receded from the New England area.




Sometimes known as the “Land of Steady Habits,” Connecticut has taken as its official designation the title “Constitution State.” George Washington called it the “Provision State” because it fed his army during the darkest days of the American Revolution. It is also called the “Nutmeg State,” a sobriquet just as common as the official designation and perhaps more representative of Connecticut’s history and culture; the name “Nutmegger” was often applied by the residents of neighboring states to Connecticut peddlers, who were famous for selling bogus nutmegs carved from local wood in place of the imported (and more expensive) real thing.


Whatever you call it, Connecticut is a land of odd contrasts and strange delights that have accumulated over centuries. Modern Connecticut has something to excite the whim and tickle the fancy of almost every traveler. Its diverse geography runs the gamut—from the sandy beaches and teeming marshlands of its coastal plains to the fertile meadows of its central lowlands to the forested hills of the eastern and western uplands, to the craggy granite cliffs that characterize its northwestern reaches. The many eras of its history are enshrined not only in countless museums, galleries, and restorations but also in numerous historical structures that are still part of the everyday lives of its people; this is, in fact, one of the few places in America where you can find real Cape Cod saltboxes, Victorian Gothic mansions, and Art Deco roadside palaces of the early automotive era all happily residing cheek by jowl.


Because of this, residents of Connecticut take their history seriously. Again and again strong Yankee ingenuity has been put into action, as dedicated Nutmeggers in hundreds of historical societies work to save historical property after historical property. This community action has resulted in the wonderful museums and galleries or historic neighborhoods you’ll have the honor of exploring as you traverse our great state.


The densely populated cities along Connecticut’s southwestern coast and the navigable portions of its major rivers are home to many of the state’s inhabitants and give the state an urban flavor that stands in stark contrast to its rural uplands. This clustering of settlements along coasts and rivers explains why, even though Connecticut is the seventh-most densely populated state in the US (with an overall density of almost 740 persons per square mile), roughly 60 percent of the state is forest land. Most of the trees in these forests are northern hardwoods about 60–100 years old, and they are purely glorious in fall. In addition, approximately 12 percent of Connecticut is farmland.


In terms of amenities for the traveler, Connecticut has few equals. Though modern accommodations abound, this area, like most of New England, is famous for its quaint inns and bed-and-breakfasts (or B&Bs), many of which are housed in buildings that have been around longer than the state. The eclectic cuisine, both cosmopolitan and casual, reflects the cultural and gustatory gifts brought to the state by succeeding waves of immigrants. Its great wealth and emphasis on tourism make Connecticut a shopping paradise; establishments range from some of America’s largest and most attractive malls, to momand-pop operations offering only-in-Connecticut crafts, to factory outlets that fairly shout “bargains.”


For the traveler who likes to venture off the beaten path, Connecticut is an especially satisfying venue; you will constantly discover the odd, the interesting, and the truly unique tucked away in the most unexpected places. Whether it be a mere whimsy, such as a roadside rock painted to look like a startlingly realistic giant frog, a truly spine-chilling gothic mystery, such as Groton’s Gungywamp, or something just plain honest and daring at East Haddam’s Two Wrasslin’ Cats Coffee House, you can never be entirely sure what you will find around the next bend.


We like to think of Connecticut as representing all the best of America in vest-pocket size: gilded beaches that would be the envy of California; rolling hills better than any in Virginia; pastoral farmland that makes you think you’re in Indiana; downtown chic that rivals New York; and some of the friendliest people on Earth. A truly dedicated traveler could experience the full diversity of the state in one day. You could jump-start your day with an espresso in West Hartford, drive down to the shore for a few hours of sun and sand capped by a lunch of fried clams or lobster at the shore, and take an afternoon jaunt up into Litchfield County to browse the antiques shops before driving over to the Quiet Corner for a hayride through its fields and glens. You’d be tired, but you could do it.


Geography isn’t the only source of variety in Connecticut. Its northerly location and long coastline conspire to produce a multiplicity of seasonal variations in the weather. Each season brings its own wonders and offers its own characteristic activities. Winter means New England main streets dressed for the holidays, pure white candles glowing in many-paned windows. Spring is the season for strolling along one of eastern Connecticut’s back roads, watching farmers plow rolling farmlands, listening to the first few notes of birdsong, and sniffing the green tang of growing things in the air. Summer is a time for the shore; for golden beaches, the hiss of the waves, the crunch of fried seafood, and the sugary-sweet smell of cotton candy. Fall means amber and cinnabar hills, quintessentially New England white clapboard churches set against the fiery reds of nearby sugar maples, and the sweet taste of fresh-pressed cider and cider-glazed doughnuts.


Regardless of the season, traveling in Connecticut is easy. Interstate highways crisscross the state, with I-95 (the Connecticut Turnpike) running the length of its shore, I-91 bisecting the state from north to south, I-395 winding along its eastern border, and I-84 running from Danbury through Waterbury to Hartford and then through the northeastern counties to the Massachusetts Turnpike. The interstate highway system is complemented by an excellent system of state highways. However, traffic congestion has become an increasingly prevalent problem, especially during the summer, so you should build in extra time if you are planning to attend an event that has a specific starting time. More often than not, this book takes you off the interstates and puts you on the smaller roads that evolved with our state’s history from Indian trails to two-lane paved roads. Some of these back roads may seem isolated. But never fear; no matter how far into the outback it feels, you’re never more than half an hour from a major highway that will quickly return you to more populated areas.


Clearly, no one book can do justice to Connecticut’s 350 years of history or to the diverse delights packed into this one small state. Thus, you won’t find detailed descriptions of the well-known delights of Mystic or the popular casinos at Foxwoods or Mohegan Sun. Nor do we devote much space to the major attractions in the state’s larger cities. These items are well documented online. Instead, we offer a directory of out-of-the-way places you might not know to look for if you’re not native to the area. We’ve done the research for you and pulled it all together in this one convenient place. What is that historic building you’re passing? Where does that trail lead? Where should I eat? Is that antiques store really worth the stop? If it’s funky, funny, little known, or out of the way, you’ll probably find it here.


For the purposes of this book, we’ve divided the state into five chapters, matching Connecticut’s major geographic, historical, and cultural divisions. Within those chapters there are smaller sections to help keep things organized. We suggest that when planning a trip, you pull out a Connecticut state map and look at all the surrounding towns. Decide where you’d like to go, then use a nifty route planner, in which you plug in street addresses (all of which we have provided for you), and have the computer map your route for you. You can see at a glance the best way to see everything on your list and how much time it will take.


In today’s world, social media sites are invaluable for up-to-the-minute news on all your favorite places. We strongly suggest you “like,” “follow,” and “subscribe” to places you plan to visit. This way you’ll know about special events, pricing, and closings ahead of time.



Fall Foliage

In most of Connecticut, fall foliage hits its peak around Columbus Day, though areas across the north rim see peak color a little earlier. Starting in late September, you can get a daily fall foliage update by visiting ct.gov/deep/site/default.asp and clicking on the Fall Foliage link; you can even sign up for text and/or email updates. Some of the most popular spots to leaf peep include towers in parks like Sleeping Giant or Talcott Mountain, but we’ll be sure to point you in the direction of the lesser traveled ones, like the top of the vineyard at Sharpe Hill or the stone labyrinth of Gay City State Park.





Food in Connecticut

Here in Connecticut, our cuisine is an amalgam of rugged colonial dishes leavened with ethnic foods, the heritage of the immigrants who helped transform our state. It all makes for a diverse and heady cuisine. Try to sample some of these emphatically Connecticut foods when you visit.


Chowder. The origins of its name, chaudière (large kettle), may be French, but this hearty soup is all New England. You won’t find as many fish chowders in Connecticut as in other parts of New England, but we make stellar clam chowders.


New England clam chowder is a milk- or cream-based soup full of potatoes, onions, whole clams, and salt pork and seasoned with thyme. It’s probably the version you think of when someone mentions clam chowder.


Rhode Island clam chowder is New England clam chowder lightened with just enough pureed tomatoes to turn the soup a rosy pink.


Connecticut clam chowder is a bracing, briny broth loaded with clams, potatoes, and onions—no milk or cream.


Manhattan clam chowder is a tomato-based veggie soup with a few clams.


Lobster roll. In some New England states, a lobster roll is lobster salad (cold lobster, mayonnaise, seasonings) served on a toasted hot dog bun. But in Connecticut, a lobster roll is a spiritual experience: fresh, hot lobster meat, dripping with melted butter, served on a sesame-seed hamburger bun or toasted hot dog bun. Invented in Milford in the 1930s, the Connecticut Lobster Roll is one of the state’s signature dishes. Be sure to try one, and don’t forget the extra napkins for wiping butter-drenched chins and fingers.


Hamburgers. New Haven’s Louis’ Lunch is the oldest hamburger stand in America, and its vertical grill, toasted bread, and ban on ketchup have made it iconic. Steamed cheeseburgers were also invented in Middletown in the 1920s or even earlier, at a place called Jack’s Lunch. In 1941, steamed burgers were served by John O’Rourke, owner of O’Rourke’s Diner. In 1959, Ted’s restaurant opened in Meriden as a family-operated business, pioneering the steam box and trays that are used at steamed cheeseburger joints throughout central Connecticut.


Indian pudding. A robust dessert dating back to colonial times, it’s a mix of cornmeal, molasses, and warm spices cooked for hours at a low temperature until thick and amber-colored. Some heretics add raisins or apples, while most serve it with vanilla ice cream or a rivulet of heavy cream. The Griswold Inn in Essex usually has Indian pudding on its fall and winter dessert menu.


Pizza. New Haven is the pizza capital of Connecticut, maybe of the entire US. New Haven pizza, called “abeetz,” was invented in 1936 by Frank Pepe, who built a tile-encased coal-burning oven that bakes at high heat. This gives the crust a scorched, caramelized umami that is matched by the chewy center. He used high-quality ingredients, including local clams, creating the “white clam pie” that is so famous today, complete with freshly shucked littleneck clams. The taste of clams is subtle and works well with olive oil, garlic, freshly grated cheese, and the hint of coal. If you don’t like clams, don’t worry: These days there are hundreds of New Haven apizza options, as its popularity spreads across the nation. Pepe’s and Sally’s (started by Frank’s nephew Sal) are the traditional top choices among New Haven pizza palaces, with spots like Modern Apizza, Zuppardi’s, and the Little Rendezvous close behind.





State Symbols


	
Official designation: Constitution State

	
Indian name: Quinnehtukqut—“Beside the Long Tidal River”

	
State motto: He who is transplanted still sustains

	
State flower: mountain laurel

	
State bird: American robin

	
State tree: white oak

	
State animal: sperm whale

	
State insect: praying mantis

	
State mineral: garnet

	
State song: “Yankee Doodle”

	
State ship: USS Nautilus


	
State shellfish: eastern oyster

	
State composer: Charles Edward Ives

	
State fossil: Eubrontes giganteus, an 18-foot-long carnivore

	
State hero: Nathan Hale

	
State heroine: Prudence Crandall






Places to Stay & Places to Eat Price Codes

At the end of each chapter are area accommodations and restaurants you’ll want to check out.


The rating scale for accommodations is based on double occupancy and is as follows:


Inexpensive: Less than $100 per night


Moderate: $101 to $200 per night


Expensive: More than $200 per night


The rating scale for restaurants is based on the price of an entree without beverages, desserts, tax, or tip, and is as follows:


Inexpensive: Less than $10


Moderate: $11 to $20


Expensive: More than $20


Please remember, these are rough guidelines and should not be considered actual rates. Always call ahead to confirm. For museums and places that charge admission, we have indicated if an admission is charged but not how much, as those change often. We have also indicated if a museum is a member of the Blue Star Program, which gives active-duty military members and five members of their family free admission from Memorial Day through Labor Day.










The Heartland


The upper Connecticut River Valley is a broad, fertile mead-owland ideal for farming and grazing, and the state’s Puritan settlers were naturally drawn to it. It was the first part of Connecticut to be colonized, and those original settlements thrived and expanded until they finally merged to form what is today Greater Hartford, a vibrant metropolitan area of over a million people.

Bounding Hartford County’s urban and suburban core on the north and west are the rural Tobacco and Farmington Valleys. To the east is pastoral Tolland County, and to the south are New Haven County and Connecticut’s Coast & Country areas. Within these rural boundaries is Connecticut’s heart-land, the seat of its government and one of its most important commercial centers. As you might suspect, the majority of the attractions in this area are historical and cultural; in addition, you can find the commercial activities and entertainments of a large metropolitan area.





THE HEARTLAND



[image: fig_9_1.jpg]






The Capital


Hartford

Officially settled in 1635, Hartford was important in the 19th century as a center of the abolitionist movement and the tobacco industry. A hub of activity, Hartford played an integral part in shaping our nation’s history. Merchants traded molasses, spices, coffee, and rum along with the tobacco from warehouses throughout the city. The Colt Firearms Factory, maker of the Colt Revolver, “the gun that won the West,” called Hartford home.

That history can be explored at the Museum of Connecticut History (231 Capitol Ave.; 860-757-6535; museumofcthistory.org), which has a great collection of items from our state’s past, including an exhibit on the role Connecticut and its residents played in World War I; so many guns from so many years of Colt Manufacturing’s history; Memorial Hall, where the portraits of the state’s past and present governors hang; and the Mitchelson Coin Collection, reportedly one of the best in the world. Open Mon–Fri 10 a.m.–4 p.m., closed weekends and holidays. Call ahead to be sure. There are metal detectors as you enter the building, which you will have to pass through. When you do enter, the Connecticut Supreme Court is on your right, the Connecticut State Library is on your left. Straight ahead you will see a double staircase that leads off in both directions and will likely be roped off. The museum is located directly through the center of these staircases.

One of the most interesting exhibits here is the Connecticut Freedom Trail Quilt Project. Connecticut residents fought for freedom on more than one front throughout the state’s history. While some went to battlegrounds throughout the region and fought on the front lines, many stayed home and fought for freedom on a different level—a secret, underground level. People from across the state created squares for the final product, each piece representing one of the sites along the trail. Quilting is a long-standing tradition, in fact, quilts were often hung outside safe houses to alert those in need that help was available within.

When you are done exploring the museum, head across the street to the State Capitol building. With its eight-sided gilded cupola gleaming in sunlight, Connecticut’s State Capitol (210 Capitol Ave; 860-240-0222; cga.ct.gov) greets your eyes when you come into Hartford by way of I-84. Designed by Richard M. Upjohn, primarily a cathedral architect, this High Victorian Gothic–style colossus—completed on its hilltop site in 1878—is a marble-and-granite riot of pinnacles, turrets, columns, bas reliefs, statues, heraldic emblems, arches, and porticoes. In addition to state executive offices and legislative chambers, the capitol building offers a variety of historic exhibits, including the figurehead from the USS Connecticut, which sailed around the world on a goodwill mission ordered by President Theodore Roosevelt in 1907. The ship was destroyed in 1923, but the figurehead was spared and presented to Connecticut to be displayed. You’ll also find a model of the Hartford, built by a US Navy veteran with one arm! It took him two and a half years of patience and determination to complete. History buffs may know it was from the Hartford that Admiral David Farragut commanded the famous words, “Damn the torpedoes, full speed ahead!” in 1864.

Tours are funded by the League of Women Voters of Connecticut Education Fund. Tour hours are Mon–Fri 9:15, 10:15, 11:15, 12:15, and 1:15; you can take a self-guided tour Mon through Fri, 8 a.m. to 5 p.m. Tour information can be found in the Capitol outside room 101 and also on the first floor of the Legislative Office Building, near the west entrance. The Capitol and Legislative Office Building are closed on weekends and major holidays.

If you haven’t had your fill of history yet, stop by Connecticut’s Old State House (800 Main St.; 860-240-5340; ctoldstatehouse.org), especially if you have little ones in your group who need to expend some energy. The hands-on children’s exhibits in the Emily Seymour Goodwin Holcombe Center on the bottom level of this historic building will surely do the trick. Emily Holcombe was a dedicated activist and preservationist who organized many campaigns to save Connecticut landmarks and preserve our history, including working diligently to save the Old State House when it was marked for demolition. Here at this center, antsy little ones can build their own capitol on the Lego table; explore a farmyard with interactive, child-size farm animal statues, and more! They will also want to see the two-headed calf at the Museum of Curiosities, where you will also find sharks’ jaws, a stuffed cobra, a crocodile’s head, drawers full of birds’ eggs, and wide-ranging diverse exhibits that were part of the former collection of local painter Joseph Seward. But first, take the time to explore the original state House of Representatives on one side of the upper level and the chamber of the state Senate on the other. There’s an inspiring speech by P. T. Barnum that you can read aloud and feel as if you’re speaking to a group of aspiring lawmakers and making a difference, but mostly it’s just cool to stand where our forefathers stood hundreds of years ago as our state was taking shape. On the lower level you’ll also find an informative exhibit on the Amistad and the trial that ensued.

The building itself has a long and interesting history. Construction began in 1792 but was not completed until 1796 due to various financial obstacles. It has faced the wrecking ball many times, but each time Nutmeggers rallied and saved this important part of their history. In 1961, the Old State House was named a National Historic Landmark. Closed Sun and Mon, open Tues–Sat 12 p.m.–5 p.m., with extended hours until 8 pm every Thurs, July–Nov. You can take a guided tour or opt for a tour on your own.

Hartford is often referred to as the “Insurance City,” a reputation that dates back to the city’s thriving merchant district, from which many ships set sail to England and other far-off ports. As business grew, so did the need for protection from pirates, storms, and accidents. In 1810, the Hartford Fire Insurance Group was created, and it still operates today. Other insurance entrepreneurs followed suit. In 1846, the Connecticut Mutual Life Insurance Co. of Hartford was formed even as local clergy declared the practice of insuring lives immoral. They came around, however, when in 1851 religious leaders joined business and civic leaders in founding the American Temperance Life Insurance Company. The Hartford Steam Boiler Inspection and Insurance Company came along in 1864, and by 1898, the first automobile insurance policy, at a staggering cost of two cents, had been issued by Travelers Insurance Company. Hartford’s insurance companies continued to prosper and build their reputations by paying in full and on time when claims arose.

As you’re driving through downtown Hartford, be sure to head down American Way where you can view The Phoenix Mutual Life Insurance Building. The “boat building,” as it’s popularly known, was designed and completed in 1963 by Harrison & Abramovitz, a New York architectural firm also credited with designing New York’s Lincoln Center and United Nations headquarters. It is the world’s first two-sided office building and is now on the National Register of Historic Places. Its graceful, green glass walls house a company with quite a history. Formed in 1851 as the American Temperance Life Insurance Company, the company originally offered insurance only to those who abstained from alcohol consumption. As the years went on and the temperance movement faded, the company changed its name to the Phoenix Mutual Life Insurance Company. Among their clients were Andrew Johnson, Hannibal Hamlin, Schuyler Colfax, and Abraham Lincoln.

From here you can take a stroll across the river and back on Hartford’s Riverwalk. One of the highlights of this walk is the statue of Lincoln himself shaking hands with Harriet Beecher Stowe, the author of Uncle Tom’s Cabin. This 2006 statue by Bruno Lucchesi commemorates the 1862 meeting between Lincoln and Stowe, when the president reportedly said, “So, you’re the little woman who made this big war.” That may have been a slight exaggeration, but the impact of Uncle Tom’s Cabin on public opinion about slavery in the 1850s can hardly be overstated.

Back on the Hartford side of the river, you’ll find what looks vaguely like a National Guard armory but is actually one of Hartford’s most distinguished cultural institutions: the Wadsworth Atheneum (600 Main St.; 860-278-2670; thewadsworth.org). Founded in 1842 by Daniel Wadsworth, the Atheneum is our nation’s oldest continuously operating public art museum. The mock-Gothic “armory appearance” constitutes the central part of an architectural grouping of the museum’s five connected buildings that includes Renaissance Revival and Tudor-style add-ons. The Wadsworth Atheneum’s holdings near 50,000 works are thanks to donations from many prominent families as the museum grew and took shape. Wadsworth originally wanted to create a gallery of fine arts, but the vision turned into an atheneum, which includes scholarly works, books, artifacts, and more.

connecticutfreedomtrail


Churches have regularly played an important part in our state’s civil history. When people need a place to contemplate, grieve, come together as a community, or just question or affirm life in general, our churches offer sanctuary. Three such churches on Hartford’s Main Street are listed on the National Register of Historic Places. If you’d like to stop, sit, and contemplate for a spell, they are the Metropolitan A.M.E. Zion Church (2051 Main St.), the Union Baptist Church (1921 Main St.), and the Faith Congregational Church (2030 Main St.).



The museum features three levels of exhibits. The first level includes early to mid-20th century European and American art, Contemporary and post–World War II art, as well as some Chinese, Medieval, and Renaissance art. Level two brings you back to the 1600s through 1865 and includes the Samuel Colt collection, which was donated by his wife, Elizabeth Hart Jarvis Colt, in 1905. You will also find The Amistad Center for Arts & Culture on the second floor, which includes thousands of pieces of history that evidence the important role African Americans played in our history. You’ll find posters, photos, books, and various changing exhibits throughout the year. Then head to the third floor to explore more than two centuries of American art, including an exhibit on Sol LeWitt, one of our many local-born artists that has achieved worldwide fame.

Current hours are Thurs–Sun 12–5 p.m. There is an admission fee, but the museum offers free admission on the second Sat of the month if you arrive between 10 a.m. and 1 p.m. Admission is also free from 4 to 5 p.m. Wed through Sun. Many local libraries also offer free passes. The Atheneum is a Blue Star participating museum, and veterans are admitted free year-round. The museum is always holding special events and special offers, so check the website.

Just outside the Atheneum is Connecticut’s own sculptor Alexander Calder’s Stegosaurus. You really can’t miss this huge, red steel construction that towers over the Alfred E. Burr Memorial Mall, a pocket park between the Wadsworth Atheneum and Hartford City Hall. This 50-foot-tall treasure was built in Waterbury and installed in Hartford in 1973 as a memorial to Alfred E. Burr, founder of the Hartford Times. In 2016, the structure received a facelift overseen by artist Abigail Mack in collaboration with the owners of the artwork, the Ella Burr McManus Trust (Alfred was Ella’s father). Workers carefully removed decades of paint right down to the steel. A zinc-based primer was then applied and new coats of red paint, carefully matched to Calder’s original color, were added. The pedestrian areas around the sculpture were cleaned and Stegosaurus once again stands proud.

AUTHOR’S FAVORITES


Trinity College Chapel

Old New-Gate Prison & Copper Mine

Taine Mountain Preserve

Elizabeth Park Rose Garden



Just 2 short miles from the Wadsworth Atheneum you’ll find The Austin House (130 Scarborough St.; 860-838-4046; thewadsworth.org/collection/austin house), former home of A. Everett Austin Jr., Atheneum director from 1927 until 1944 and founder of Trinity College’s fine arts department. This sprawling mansion sits among other grand residences and fancy pants buildings, but the joke is on them because this architectural oddity is a mere 18 feet in depth (although it is 86 feet long). Austin died in 1957 at the age of 56 from lung cancer. His wife, Helen Goodwin Austin, remained in the house. In 1985, she and her two children donated the house to the Atheneum. Tours take place on the third Thurs of the month at 11 a.m.; Reservations required. Admission fee is $35 and includes same day admission to the Wadsworth. Elevator service is not available.

As you continue north from the Atheneum, turn left onto Gold Street and watch for this unexpected and ingenious work of art. Carl Andre’s Stone Field sculpture has always been a subject of conversation in Hartford. It consists of 36 large rocks arranged in rows on a slope of lawn. Some critics consider it a statement of minimalist art; some witty citizens call it Hartford’s Meadow Muffins. When Andre conceptualized the sculpture, he claimed he wanted to offer city residents a refuge from the noises of the city, a place in which to contemplate and relax. George Athanso, the city’s mayor at the time, didn’t buy the idea and thought the sculpture would cause the city to be a laughingstock. Of course, it didn’t help matters that after using a scant $13,000 to quarry and transport the boulders from a Bristol quarry, Andre pocketed the remaining $87,000 of the $100,000 commission he was paid to create the work of art. See, as we said, ingenious.


Freedom Fighters and Groundbreakers

Old North Cemetery (N. Main Street at Mather Street) contains the graves of numerous African American Civil War soldiers. Some served in the state’s all-Black 29th Regiment, some were from the 31st Regiment US Colored Troops, and some came from other units. Many of the headstones have since gone missing, but at one time there were almost 30 military-issued headstones here. Take notice of headstones that are generally made of marble (or granite) and have a rounded top; these are usually military issue.

Also located in Old North Cemetery is the grave of Mary Townsend Seymour, a civil activist and leader in Hartford. She is credited with cofounding the city’s chapter of the National Association for the Advancement of Colored People (NAACP), fighting for women’s rights, and being active in local and state politics. In fact, she was the first Black woman to run for a state office. Seymour fought tirelessly throughout her life and in 2006 was inducted into the Connecticut Women’s Hall of Fame. You’ll find her family plot on the left side of the drive if you enter the cemetery from Main Street and walk toward the back gate.

Since you’re in the area and cemeteries are your thing (as they are mine, welcome to the club), be sure to stop and explore Spring Grove Cemetery (2035 Main St.). Here you’ll find the final resting place of William Henry Jacklyn, Hartford’s first African American firefighter, along with that of Laurent Clerc, founder of the American School for the Deaf. Both cemeteries are open from dawn to dusk.



After you contemplate a while in Stone Field, walk over to the 4-acre Ancient Burying Ground (60 Gold St.; 860-337-1640; theancientburying ground.org). This cemetery was created in 1640 and holds the bones of some of Hartford’s most prominent citizens, including Thomas Hooker. It’s also the site of the African-American Memorial that honors the unmarked graves of more than 300 African Americans who are buried here. If you’re a fan of early American art, the tombstones are a treasure trove of colonial death imagery and epitaphs. Hours are 8:30 a.m.–5 p.m. daily. May be closed on holidays and due to weather. Walking tour brochures can be found on the website.

Next to the State Capitol building on Jewell Street is Bushnell Park (166 Capitol Ave.; bushnellpark.org), the oldest publicly funded park in the country, and one of the first plots of land in America acquired through eminent domain for use as a park. The vision of Rev. Horace Bushnell, the park was first known as City Park and was designed not by Frederick Olmsted as many think, but by Jacob Weidenmann, a Swiss-born architect. Olmsted was busy on New York’s Central Park when Reverend Bushnell asked him to work on the project, and he recommended Weidenmann instead. Now, more than a hundred years later, the renamed Bushnell Park continues to be “a place of life and motion,” as its creators intended. Fun activities are always taking place somewhere in the park, but there are also plenty of places to sit quietly and enjoy the beauty. Whatever your plans, definitely take the time to explore this park’s treasures, including the 1914 Bushnell Carousel (1 Jewell St.; 860-585-5411; thecarouselmuseum.org), whose 48 antique Stein and Goldstein horses revolve beneath 800 twinkling lights. The band organ is a refurbished 1925 Wurlitzer, and yes, you really can try to catch a brass ring. While the park is open year-round, the carousel closes from Jan through Mar. It is run by the New England Carousel Museum. The carousel is usually open 12–5 Sat and Sun, Apr–Dec., $2/ride.


The Historic Hartford Courant

Founded in 1764 by Thomas Green, the Hartford Courant (once the Connecticut Courant) is America’s oldest continuously published newspaper. It is, in fact, older than our nation. It has been around long enough to report the Boston Tea Party as breaking news, and was a pro-patriot publication, a rarity, considering Boston newspapers were shut down by the Crown and much of what was coming out of New York was pro-British.

Green was a printer and worked diligently to keep the fledgling paper afloat. He owned a storefront out of which he sold dry goods and clothing and ran the newspaper out of an office in back. He had an assistant, Ebenezer Watson, who eventually purchased the business from Green. Watson ran the paper until 1777, when he died of smallpox. His wife, Hannah Bunce Watson, then stepped in to keep the paper going. This was no small feat considering Hannah had five young children to care for and the Loyalists were chomping at her heels; they burned down the paper mill she used and would not allow the Courant to be exported to the colonies. Hannah fought the good fight for two years before getting help from her new husband, Barzillai Hudson, in 1779.

The paper continued to play an important part in the country’s news-making machine and the history recorded therein is priceless. In 1783, Connecticut resident Noah Webster published his Blue-Backed Speller in the Courant. In 1796, a Virginia farmer named George Washington advertised in its real estate section to lease part of his land at Mount Vernon. In the mid-19th century, the paper enthusiastically supported Abraham Lincoln and proclaimed his victory in 1860. At the turn of the 20th century, the paper presented its Sunday edition, something that would become a household tradition across the area and continues today with a circulation in excess of 180,000. In 1954, it ran a doomsday scenario that proclaimed “Hartford Destroyed,” with smaller print explaining that it hadn’t actually happened. In 2013, the Courant won a Pulitzer Prize for its coverage of the shootings at Newtown, Connecticut.



In his original design for the park, Weidenmann included a whopping 157 varieties of trees and shrubs, spanning more than 1,000 specimens from across the world. Over the years, that number sadly shrunk to less than 340 due to disease, neglect, and damage. Thanks to the efforts of the Bushnell Park Foundation, the number of specimens has risen to 750 in recent years. So, as you’re strolling through the park, see how many of the more unusual specimens you can find, like the largest turkey oak (Quercus cerris) in New England, a 500-year-old Chinese Toon (Cedrela sinensis), or the first-generation off-spring of the state’s original Charter Oak. Readers are welcome to attempt this search on their own by picking up a free tour brochure at the Capitol Building, but for those wanting a little help, check out the half-hour guided “Tree Tours of Bushnell Park,” which run seasonally. For more information, visit bush-nellpark.org. Various volunteer-led tours are available throughout the year, so check the website for the latest availability.

hartfordtrivia


In 1687, Governor Edmund Andros, appointed by the British Crown to oversee Connecticut, demanded colonists return the royal charter that made Connecticut a separate colony. Hartford colonists hid the charter in a towering oak tree, since called the Charter Oak. When the Charter Oak finally toppled in 1856, it was 1,000 years old.



From May until the end of Oct, you not only can walk beneath the 1886 Soldiers & Sailors Memorial Arch, but if you happen to be in the park between noon and 1:30 on a Thurs, you also can take a tour of the monument and learn little-known facts such as that the ashes of arch creator George Keller and his wife are buried in the east tower. Also be sure to check out the 8-foot-tall statues set into the arch, representing residents who walked away from their lives to fight in the Civil War. You’ll find a student, a farmer, a freed slave, a stone mason, a carpenter, and a blacksmith.

In the eastern portion of the park, near the pond, is an 1874 statue of Horace Wells, a Connecticut dentist who is a hero for pioneering the use of nitrous oxide anesthesia in 1846. Wells went on to have a few difficulties, including experiencing a bad episode after overuse of chloroform. He unfortunately committed suicide in 1848 but was posthumously recognized for his achievements in 1870. He continues to be celebrated seasonally at the Hartford Stage in a play titled Ether Dome, all about his life and tragic death.

The 1899 Corning Fountain was a gift from John Corning (of Corning Glass Works of New York). He commissioned this beautiful 30-foot-tall fountain to honor his father who operated a gristmill in Hartford. Keep exploring to find the 1874 bronze monument to Israel Putnam, the Connecticut resident who is credited with the famous line, “Don’t fire until you see the whites of their eyes,” on Bunker Hill in 1775. When you come across a statue of a torch-holding angel, check out the size of her feet! This is the Spirit of Victory, a Spanish-American War Memorial that pays tribute to the soldiers who fought in the Spanish-American War from 1898 to 1899. The feet needed to be made so large to keep the statue standing upright.

If you’re done exploring Bushnell Park and want to get out of the elements for a bit, head south to Summit Street and the campus of Trinity College. When here, don’t miss the Trinity College Chapel (300 Summit St.; 860-297-2126) built in 1932 and boasting stained-glass windows, a cloister, arches, and carved pews in keeping with the best medieval tradition. The chapel’s most interesting elements are 78 hand-carved oak pews that face each other across the nave. It took more than 30 years to complete all the carvings, most of which were the work of J. Gregory Wiggins, originally of Pomfret. Wiggins was a self-taught wood carver who began his trade as a young boy when he and his brother used to whittle wooden soldiers to play with. Wiggins was a friend of Trinity President Remsen Brinckerhoff Ogilby, who held the position from 1920 to 1943. He once told Ogilby that he wanted to create humorous pieces for the church since “the act of smiling in church should not be considered a crime.” Take the time to appreciate his carvings even as you take in the beauty of the chapel. The Charter Oak Pew shows Captain Joseph Wadsworth hiding the Connecticut Colony’s royal charter in an ancient oak tree to prevent its recall by Royal Governor Edmund Andros (not a beloved figure in Connecticut history). Hours are 9 a.m.–5 p.m., Sun–Sat.

Elizabeth Park (1561 Asylum Ave., West Hartford; 860-231-9443, ext. 104; elizabethparkct.org), which first opened in 1904, is home to the first municipally owned rose garden in America. The park itself, however, has been around since 1897 and was made possible when Charles Murray Pond donated his country estate to the city of Hartford. The park is named in honor of his wife, Elizabeth Aldrich Pond. Although Theodore Wirth designed the park, he consulted with the firm of Frederick Law Olmsted, and his influences can be seen throughout the property along with Wirth’s. Today the property consists of 101 acres (90 of those were Pond’s) and is lovingly cared for and maintained by the Elizabeth Park Conservancy, which was formed in 1977 and brought the park back from serious disrepair. They continue to work as nonprofits and raise funds to keep the park not only beautiful but also thriving. Due to their efforts, the park is now listed on the National Register of Historic Places and is visited by thousands annually.

The approximately 15,000 rose bushes are at their peak between late June and early July. The many varieties of roses come in all sizes and hues, and the mingled scents, from the sweetly scented traditional American hybrids to the elegantly fragrant damask roses, are indescribable.

The park also features amazing gardens with flowers of all varieties, including a perennial garden, a tulip and annual garden, a shade garden, and a horticulture garden. Fans of history and architecture should make time to explore the ground’s historical buildings, many original to the Pond farm. Even the restrooms are architecturally interesting, built and designed in 1935 by Hartford architects Smith & Bassett. There are also six tennis courts, lawn bowling, basketball courts, playgrounds, and ball fields.

Elizabeth Park is open daily, year-round, dawn to dusk. Admission is free, but the conservancy always appreciates donations. Check their website for more information on the myriad special events and fundraisers happening throughout the year.

Just to the southeast of the park, you’ll find the Connecticut Museum of History and Culture (1 Elizabeth St.; 860-236-5621; chs.org). Founded in 1825 and designated a Blue Star Museum, it offers exhibits that help visitors learn about history and understand today through interpretation of the past. The museum has rotating exhibits, including one on how our state fared and changed through World War I, one on signs for inns and taverns of the state, and more. Hours Tues–Sat 10 a.m.–5 p.m., Thurs until 8 p.m.; Sun 12–5. Admission.

Continue a few blocks to the southeast and you’ll find a little piece of paradise, where back in 1874, the great American humorist and novelist Mark Twain (aka Samuel Langhorne Clemens) began living in Hartford in a rambling, 3-story, 19-room Victorian mansion that he had built to his eccentric specifications. In 1881, he had the place redecorated in an even more eccentric style by Louis Comfort Tiffany. For the next quarter century, this was the Twain family summer home, which Twain himself often described as “part house, part steamboat.” It was the place where the author wrote some of his best works, including The Adventures of Tom Sawyer, The Adventures of Huckleberry Finn, The Prince and the Pauper, and A Connecticut Yankee in King Arthur’s Court.

The restored Mark Twain House and Museum (351 Farmington Ave.; 860-247-0998; marktwainhouse.org) is now a museum and storehouse of Twain memorabilia. The unmistakable redbrick building, with its startling three-color slate roof, many gables, monumental chimneys (it has 18 fireplaces), and flamboyant exterior walls painted in red and black Chinese stripes and trimmed in dark red, looms over the Farmington Avenue commuter traffic. Inside, the unique rooms have been restored as close to their 1881 condition as possible. About half of the original furnishings remain or have been acquired, including Twain’s Venetian bed, whose ornate headboard so intrigued the author that he slept with his head at the foot of the bed so he could see the intricate carvings.

marktwaintrivia


Twain was fascinated by technology and incorporated many of the day’s latest inventions in his home, including central heating and gas lighting fixtures. So it is fitting that the new museum center at the Mark Twain House was the first Leadership in Energy and Environmental Design (LEED)–certified museum in the country and the first LEED building in Connecticut. Among the many cutting-edge environmental features are the geothermal walls as the predominant cooling source.

Twain’s ill-advised investment in a typesetting machine called the Paige Compositor resulted in such a devastating financial loss that he was forced to leave his Farmington Avenue home and move his family to Europe.

The Adventures of Tom Sawyer was the first novel in America to be written on a typewriter.



While the Twain family spent many happy years at this house in Hartford, Twain himself experienced a lot of heartache. He and his wife lost their first son, Langdon, to diphtheria at the tender age of 2 in 1871, the same year they moved to Hartford. They had a daughter that same year (Susy) and two more daughters (Clara in 1874 and Jean in 1880) and spent the next 17 years at this home. In 1891, the Twains moved their family to Europe while keeping ownership of the Hartford house. In 1896, on a trip back home to Farmington Avenue, Susy contracted meningitis and died at the age of 24. The family never returned to the house, unable to be where they had lost their beloved daughter and son. In 1904, Olivia passed away from an illness. In 1909, Jean died from complications due to epilepsy. Twain was left with only Clara until he died a year later in 1910 at the age of 74.

This Blue Star Museum features a welcome center, exhibition galleries, gift shop, a theater, and classrooms. While the welcome center and exhibits are self-guided, admission to the Twain family home is by guided tour only. There are a variety of tours to choose from, including holiday tours (highly recommended), Graveyard Shift Ghost Tours (learn what Ghost Hunters investigators discovered…if you dare), “Get a CLUE” tours, and the Living History House tours. Visit the website for more details. Open 7 days a week 9:30–4:30, last tour at 3:30 p.m. Closed on major holidays. Tickets should be purchased in advance.

Across the lawn from the Mark Twain House is the home where Twain’s friend and famous author Harriet Beecher Stowe once lived. Today, the Stowe Center for Literary Activism (77 Forest St.; 860-522-9258; harrietbeecher stowe.org) has a visitor center in an 1873 carriage house, The Stowe House, a museum shop, beautiful historic gardens, a research library, and the Katherine Seymour Day House. Day was Stowe’s grandniece, and she was responsible for the creation of the Harriet Beecher Stowe Center in 1941. Purchasing and moving into Stowe’s house in 1927 (it had passed out of the family upon Stowe’s death in 1896), Day lived there until her death in 1964, collecting all things related to her aunt and creating much of the collection you see today. This collection of artifacts and buildings offers a vivid glimpse into Stowe’s life, the life of the woman who helped galvanize the abolitionist cause with her novel Uncle Tom’s Cabin.

There are specialty tours and events throughout the year at the center, including Spirits at Stowe: An Otherworldly Tour (Oct) and The Preservation Tour, which focuses on the Victorian finishes in the house. The grounds of the Stowe Center are open year-round, dawn to dusk. The Stowe House is open year-round, Thurs 10 a.m.–3 p.m.; Fri and Sat 10 a.m.–4:30 p.m. Admission. Free for active military during the summer. Not every building on-site is handicapped accessible.




West Hartford

Granby has ponies, East Granby has turkeys, West Hartford has cows, which makes sense considering this is where CowParade Holdings Corporation is located. There were actually two cow parades in town, one in 2003 and one in 2007, and money raised benefited numerous charities. You can see some of the herd still in town.

But, of course, cows are not all that this swanky town has to offer. First settled in 1679, West Hartford stands in the shadow of Hartford but has a personality of its own: from the upscale Blue Back Square, where one can spend hours strolling the sidewalks and exploring the myriad shops and eateries, to the down-home Westmoor Park.

Proud of its history, town officials installed a sign on Goodman Green (Farmington Avenue and South Main Street) that lists 39 historic West Hartford sites with a short history and a map location for all. The green itself is a historic site, too. Donated to the West Hartford Parish of the Congregational Church by Timothy Goodman in 1747, this parcel of land has long been the center of activity for this community. Now maintained by the town (but still owned by the parish), Goodman Green is host to special town events and ceremonies. While traffic can be busy on both Farmington Avenue and South Main Street, the green is worth the visit. For a preview of the list, visit westhartfordct.gov.

Across Farmington Avenue from Goodman Green in Veterans Park, you will find Connecticut Veterans Memorial, a memorial to all members of the US armed forces from King Philip’s War to the present. This circular memorial of black granite is titled “The Wall of Peace,” and symbolizes the passage of time. Each conflict involving the US is reflected with a breaking of the wall. The names of West Hartford residents who were killed are etched in the stone. There is also a Walk of Remembrance that leads to an inner area of reflection.

A short trip up Farmington Avenue and down Trout Brook Drive brings you to The Children’s Museum (180 Mohegan Dr.; 860-231-2824; thechildrens museumct.org), a great hands-on place to visit with the kids. They claim it’s “where science and nature are fun,” and they’re right! Most kids we know like the giant walk-in kaleidoscope, but just as many love Conny the Whale, the giant, walk-in sperm whale (which is, of course, Connecticut’s state animal). Voted Hartford Magazine’s “Best Kids’ Attraction,” the center offers the NASA-funded Blue Planet Red Planet exhibit, a planetarium (separate admission required), a wildlife sanctuary (very cool with lots of neat animals to see), an indoor forest that changes with the seasons, Turtle Town and Lizard Lair where critters can be seen and studied, and so much more. There are hands-on rooms, too, for those little ones with the wiggles. Open Wed–Fri 9:30 a.m.–3:30 p.m.; Sat 1 p.m.–5 p.m.; Sun 10 a.m.–4 p.m.; Closed Mon and Tues and major holidays. Admission for adults and children age 2 and older.

South of the museum is New Park Brewing (485 New Park Ave.; 860-232-2033; newparkbrewing.com), whose creations include Foliation, a pale ale brewed with flaked wheat and pilsner malt, and Expression Ten, with flavors of fresh pine needles, orange peel, and grapefruit. They have regular can releases, as well as food truck visits that are listed on their website. Monthly events include a Soul Brunch, which offers an array of soul, jazz, and R&B music, and includes a food truck and coffee roasters to complement the beer offerings. There’s also a Funk Night that showcases special musical guests. The brewery is open Tues–Thurs 4 p.m.–9 p.m.; Fri 12 p.m.–10 p.m.; Sat 11 a.m.–10 p.m.; Sun 11 a.m.–6 p.m.

If you head north from the museum or Goodman Green, you can visit 162 acres of natural diversity at Westmoor Park (119 Flagg Rd.; 860-561-8260; westmoorpark.com). It’s a great place to take the kids or the nature lover in your family. You will find a demonstration farm complete with farm animals; seasonal flower, herb, and vegetable gardens; a wildflower meadow; two ponds; an indoor discovery room with a parrot, geckos, turtles, and lizards; and 3 miles of nature trails all tended to by knowledgeable and talented staff. The park was made possible by the generous gift of Charles and Leila Hunter, who bequeathed the property to the town. The farm is open daily 9 a.m. to 4 p.m. year-round. The trails open at 7 a.m. and close at dusk. Fishing, picnicking, and dogs are not permitted in the park.




Newington

The town of Newington got its start as an industrial enclave of Wethersfield. The source of the town’s first industry is portrayed on its town seal. Go ahead, go take a look. We’ll wait.

newingtontrivia


Newington means “new town in the meadow,” and residents adopted it as they made their departure from Wethersfield.



Yep, you saw that right. It’s a waterfall. A really, really small waterfall, about 15 feet actually. But Mill Pond Falls (123 Garfield St.) is where everything started for the fledgling settlement. In 1677, before Newington was Newington, four men secured the right to build a sawmill on Mill Pond so they could make barrel staves (the beveled sides of the barrel). They must have been onto something; the business lasted for a century before the wood supply dwindled and the business diminished. Today, the falls are surrounded by Mill Pond Park, a gathering place for many in town with a playground, sports fields, and walking trails.




Wethersfield

East of Newington is Wethersfield, once known as “Oniontown” because the crop, especially the red onion, grew so well within its confines and its scent permeated everything. In fact, the red onion still has a strong presence here. And, while Wethersfield boasts the motto of “ye most auncient towne in Connecticut,” it is actually one of three towns settled in 1635, the first year of our colony. Wethersfield shares the distinction with Windsor and Hartford, each represented by a grapevine displayed on Connecticut’s flag.

There is a friendly rivalry between the residents of these towns as to who was first; but no matter if it was first or not, Wethersfield was an important port on the Connecticut River as the town grew. Then, in 1692, a flood changed the course of the river forever and destroyed all but one warehouse in the prosperous river town. Adjustments needed to be made; the former shipping port was now a cove and the river was deep enough to allow ships to bypass Wethersfield and sail right into Hartford. Industrious residents shifted their port from the newly formed cove out to the new river side (the area that is now Rocky Hill), allowing them to remain active in the shipping industry into the 19th century.

Today, Old Wethersfield, the remnants of the original town, has more than 300 historic homes, many bearing the names of early sea captains and some dating back to before the Revolution. With so much history in one place, it’s difficult to decide where to begin. The Wethersfield Historical Society (150 Main St.; 860-529-7656; wethersfieldhistory.org) offers some good advice on interesting narrated tours and exhibits to whet your appetite.

You can also choose to explore the Wethersfield Heritage Walk, a 3-mile, self-guided tour of many of the historic sites. There are interpretive plaques along the walk that provide more information as well. To find an online map of the heritage trail, head to the town website (wethersfieldct.gov). You can park for free at the Keeney Memorial Cultural Center (200 Main St.; 860-529-7656; wethersfieldct.gov), where you will find more maps, public bathrooms, drinking fountains, historic exhibits, and a museum shop.

During the walk, stop in at the Webb, Deane, and Stevens Museum (211 Main St.; 860-529-0612; wds.org), including the 1752 Webb House where George Washington and Rochambeau met to formulate plans for the last campaign of the Revolutionary War. Next door was the house of Silas Deane, a member of the first Continental Congress and one of the most tragic figures of the Revolution. Originally one of the most ardent patriots, friends with George Washington and Benjamin Franklin, he helped negotiate the treaty with France. But he lost faith when Congress charged him with financial impropriety based on spurious evidence concocted by a jealous rival. His despairing private letters were intercepted, probably by his secretary (who was a British spy), published in the newspapers, and his reputation was destroyed.

The third house in this triple museum, built in 1788 by Isaac Stevens, is full of period antiques. Behind the museum lies a nice herb garden in a large open space. Open May to Oct, Wed to Sun, 10 a.m.–4 p.m. Guided tours available at 11 a.m., 1 p.m., and 3 p.m.

Also on Main Street you’ll find the Old Wethersfield Country Store (221 Main St.; 860-815-4705; owcsct.com), named “Best General Store in New England” by Yankee Magazine in 2017, for good reason. Inside, you’ll find a delightful menagerie of local food and products; 300 kinds of candies and chocolates (yep, 300); more than 70 different types of cheese; a nice selection of non-GMO, vegan, gluten-free, and organic foods; toys, gifts, and gift baskets for every occasion; and oh so much more, including ice cream. Owners Megan and John Jakubowski, who opened the store in 2014, are always looking for suggestions from their customers of what they’d like to see in the store. As the New England Traveler says, this store “takes the hit-and-miss out of finding locally made goodies and gifts.” Open Tues–Sat 10 a.m.–6 p.m.; Sun 10 a.m.–5 p.m.

wethersfieldtrivia


Wethersfield was the site of the first documented witch trials in America, featuring nine accusations and three executions between 1648 and 1668. The hysteria and neighbor-versus-neighbor drama of these accusations were fictionalized in Elizabeth George Speare’s 1958 classic young adult novel, The Witch of Blackbird Pond, which won the Newbery Award Medal that year. The real victims were Mary Johnson, who confessed under pressure, and John and Joan Carrington, accused and executed for witchcraft.



If you have a seafood lover among you, you need to stop at City Fish Market (884 Silas Deane Hwy.; 860-522-3129; cfishct.com). Part fish market, part seafood restaurant, City Fish has been a fixture on the Silas Deane Highway since 1967. Fresh seafood is available daily in their market, having been trucked in from Massachusetts seaports. If you don’t see what you’re looking for in their vast freezer cases, just ask; chances are they might have it in the back. If you’d rather have the cooking done for you, have a seat in the restaurant and enjoy the huge portions and friendly service. The retail counter is open Mon–Tues 9 a.m.–5 p.m.; Wed–Fri 9 a.m.–6 p.m.; Sat 9 a.m.–5 p.m., and the kitchen is open Tues and Sat 10 a.m.–5 p.m.; Wed–Fri 10 a.m.–6 p.m. City Fish also supplies many area restaurants with fresh seafood, so don’t be surprised when you see their orange/yellow trucks on the highway going to and fro.

Last but not least, you must pay tribute to the town’s past as a “seed capital,” at Heirloom Market at Comstock Ferre (263 Main St.; 860-257-2790; heirloommkt.com). Since 1811 seeds have been sold from this spot on Main Street, and from 1838 to 2016, the business operated under the name Comstock Ferre and Company, the longest continually operating company of its kind in the US. Today it is also a wonderful cafe where you can get a delicious breakfast and lunch, from scones to smoothies. In the attached grocery store you can still find (among other things) open-pollinated, pure, non-GMO seeds of the highest quality, heirlooms that you won’t find anywhere else. Open Tues and Wed, 7 a.m.–5 p.m.; Thurs and Fri, 7 a.m.–8 p.m.; Sat 8 a.m.–8 p.m.; Sun 8 a.m.–4 p.m.




Rocky Hill

Leaving the 19th century behind, we travel to nearby Rocky Hill, and to another time in our history.

In 1966, while clearing ground for the construction of a new state building in Rocky Hill, bulldozer operator Ed McCarthy uncovered some unusual rocks. They had strange markings and scorings on them. It turned out that these were the tracks of dinosaurs that prowled the area 185 million years ago. In those days, this part of Connecticut was a mud flat on the shore of a huge lake, rich in fish and small crocodilians—good eating for a growing dinosaur.

After covering the initial excavation to preserve 1,500 tracks, the state excavated an additional 500 tracks, enclosed them in a geodesic dome, added an audiovisual facility that offers a neat presentation, and called the result Dinosaur State Park (400 West St.; 860-529-8423; dinosaurstatepark.org). Inside the dome, you’ll be greeted by a full-size reconstruction of a carnivorous dinosaur called Dilophosaurus, but the big attraction is the amazing collection of tracks. Most of the impressions are three-toed, and they run up to 16 inches long. There’s also a hands-on Discovery Room with many things to explore.

connecticuttrivia


Purchase a Heritage Pass at Dinosaur State Park, Fort Trumbull (in New London), or Gillette Castle (in East Haddam) and receive unlimited admission into all three parks during the entire calendar year for two adults and four children.



The 80-acre park also has 2 miles of nature trails and picnic tables, and a place where you can make your own dinosaur casts out of plaster (check the website; you’ll need to bring your own supplies). Open Mon to Sun, 9 a.m. to 4:30 p.m. Admission.

The Rocky Hill Historical Society (785 Old Main St.; 860-563-6704; rhhistory.org) is located in the 1803 Academy Hall, the former school designed and built by architect Abraham Jaggers to teach sailors the art of navigation. The society has a few interesting exhibits showcasing artifacts from Rocky Hill’s history, including a Danforth Pewter collection. Open Sat, 12:30–3 p.m., or by appointment. There is no charge to visit.

The Rocky Hill–Glastonbury Ferry (293 Meadow Rd.; 860-625-8473), spanning the Connecticut River and linking one part of Route 160 (Ferry Lane) to the other, has been in operation since 1655. That makes it the oldest continuously operating ferry in America. It’s also a good place to cross the river if you want to avoid the usually heavy traffic around Hartford’s bridges. Service is provided by a tug called the Cumberland, which tows a barge called the Hollister III.

In 2011, this ferry, along with the Hadlyme–Chester Ferry, was almost shut down by the state in an effort to reduce the ever-present deficit. Nutmeggers again rallied—politicians were motivated, grassroots groups sprung up, voices were heard, and the decision was reversed. The Rocky Hill–Glastonbury ferry operates (weather permitting) Mon–Fri, 7 a.m. to 6:45 p.m., Apr 1 through Nov 30. Cost is $5 per vehicle on weekdays and $6 on weekends, and $2 for pedestrians and bikers; special commuter rates are available.

And, since you’ll be taking the ferry, why not stop at Still Hill Brewery and Tap Room (1275 Cromwell Ave., Building C, Unit 9; 860-436-6368; still hillbrewery.com) and taste the creations of Scott Barbanel before leaving town. While relatively new to the professional brewing scene, Barbanel is no stranger to making home brews. He began experimenting at his family home on Still Hill in Glastonbury, carrying on the tradition that gave the hill its name back in the day when one of Glastonbury’s founding fathers operated a still there. Although Scott was not brewing moonshine, his beers consistently drew compliments from his family and friends, and they encouraged him to make the leap into professional brewing. He did. He opened the brewery and tap room early in 2016 and says it’s his job to “craft high-quality kick-ass beers,” and that it’s our job to enjoy them. Well, okay, if we have to. Still Hill is open Thurs–Fri 4 p.m.–9 p.m.; Sat 2 p.m.–8 p.m.; Sun 2 p.m.–6 p.m. Time to go to work.

The Collins family of Fair Weather Acres (1146 Cromwell Ave.; 860-529-6755; fairweathergrowers.com) has farmed the Connecticut River Valley for more than a century. The present generation, Chris and Mary Collins and their son Billy, started Fair Weather Acres in 1988 and went on to become the largest green bean grower in New England. In 1997, Fair Weather Acres relocated to the site of the original Collins Farm and business boomed until superstorm Irene hit the state in 2011. True to their roots, the Collinses recovered from the damage, diversified their business, and today they thrive once more. Their farm produces more than 200 varieties of fruit, vegetables, and herbs. They have a farm market, offer a CSA program, and host a large annual festival in the fall. The farm stand is open 8 months of the year Sun–Sat 8 a.m.–6 p.m.; Kitchen open daily 11 a.m.–2 p.m. Check website for kitchen menu.






East of the River


Glastonbury

Though in some ways a suburban town, Glastonbury is home to many farms and orchards. A complete list with addresses and crops they offer, as well as a crop calendar can be found on the Glastonbury town website (Glastonburyct.gov). Many of these farms have pick-your-own options or roadside stands. It’s always a good idea to have cash with you in small bills, as sometimes the farm stands are on the honor system and no one is there to give you change. If you’re lucky enough, you’ll choose to visit one of the two farms whose crops also include grapes. For example, the Joseph Preli Farm & Vineyard (235 Hopewell Rd; josephprelifarm.com) has a farm stand and a winery. Head to the farm stand to pick up some fresh garlic, fresh-cut flowers, radishes, plums, or yellow squash. Or maybe you want to pick your own blueberries or blackberries. Then you can head to the vineyard and find the outdoor tasting area. Sounds good, right? The winery usually opens May–Nov (weather permitting), 12 p.m.–6 p.m. every day except Tues. Please check website for any change.

Crystal Ridge Winery (257 Belltown Rd.; 860-657-1004; crystalridgewinery.com) is another fine wine choice. This vineyard was established in 2004 on a 200-acre estate in South Glastonbury. In 2018, Crystal Ridge added a tasting room where you can do a tasting of five wines (Estate Tasting) or four (Reserve Tasting) of their red, white, and rosé wines, made right on the premises. The winery is truly a family venture with everyone lending a hand to make things run smoothly. Matriarch MaryAnn James passed away in 2016 after a battle with cancer, and the family continues in her honor.
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