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  Introduction




  Something stirred in the village. The rain had broken, and a shy sun inched out from its hiding place. Then, as if by decree, spring was in the air, along with the lowing of cattle and the chatter of bartering farmers. Men in heavy buckskin and wide-brimmed hats, women in white aprons and black linen dresses, and children in small wool jackets gathered under the large funnel-shaped elm trees. One corner of the large open space in front of the church was fenced off, and a troop of pigs turned it into a sloppy wallow, snorting and wheezing. Oxen dragged creaking carts filled with corn, the pastor stood on the steps of the church promoting his next sermon, and a man from the next village rode up on a horse and greeted everyone warmly, hoping to win their votes in the upcoming election. All were deeply involved in the work of the year, in what they saw as the work of God.




  This was the town green, the place where English settlers of the 1600s assembled to gossip and bargain, to strengthen the bonds left fallow during the busy times of farm labor or trade or housework. This place was part of their culture, their religion, their worldview. The group needed to gather, and not just in the church. More importantly, it was a place they all owned, together, from the richest merchant to the humblest day laborer. It was a place where they could feel equal.




  The settlers who founded Connecticut usually planned their towns to some extent, almost always leaving this common area for public use. It was an outgrowth of the “commons” in many European towns, with a bit of Puritan egalitarianism thrown in for good measure. Like the Forum in Rome or the Agora in Athens, it was designed as a public meeting space, not just as a “park” where agriculture or grazing took place. Some included whipping posts or pillories for the occasional criminal. Some regrettably became town dumps, with piles of antlers, firewood, and household goods strewn about for anyone else to take if they liked. A green could be the small fin-shaped plot in Plymouth, or the mile-long whale of Lebanon.




  Though these greens were used by all, some were owned by the town governments, some were owned by the community of residents, and some were owned by individual proprietors. They almost always bordered a Congregational meetinghouse, a tavern, and other prominent houses and shops. Citizens gathered there, both alive and dead, since many greens also served as cemeteries. The New Haven Green is the most impressive example; in 1638 it was built to hold the exact number of people the Puritan settlers thought would ascend to heaven during the rapture: 144,000. Not that many were interred there, though, and some were carried to the newer Grove Street Cemetery in 1796. But many burials remain, as they do on other greens around the state.




  At the time of the Revolution the greens achieved their apotheosis as military parade grounds. Men erected liberty poles on each one to gather the patriots, raise flags, and hoist the occasional captured Tory spy to the top. They became the sites of action, sites of the first story of a new nation. Governor Jonathan Trumbull gathered supplies on Lebanon Green to send to the starving American army at Valley Forge. Rochambeau and his French troops camped on Newtown’s Rams’ Pasture on their way to victory at Yorktown. Benedict Arnold mustered his ragtag patriot militia in New Haven, and buried his first wife there, before his long path to treason and terror.




  [image: The three nineteenth-century churches along Temple Street reflect the sacred space of the New Haven Green. LIBRARY OF CONGRESS]




  Throughout the nineteenth century town greens remained gathering spots for war. Men in blue uniforms drilled beneath the elms before climbing onto the trains and heading south to fight the gray-coated rebels, or onto ships heading to Mexico, or Cuba, or France. In his famous poem, “For the Union Dead,” Robert Lowell wrote, “On a thousand small town New England greens,/The old white churches hold their air/Of sparse, sincere rebellion; frayed flags/Quilt the graveyards of the Grand Army of the Republic.” The greens became associated with strength, with courage, with honor.




  Because of these connections they naturally became the focal points for the memory of those who served at Saratoga, Gettysburg, and Normandy, with lists of the town war dead and a nod to Washington or Lincoln or Roosevelt. Those men did not walk our concrete sidewalks, but they did walk our greens, these portals to generations of American struggle. Today almost every one includes a war memorial: a mustached Union officer, a khaki-covered GI, or Nathan Hale standing bravely at the gallows.




  But town greens were not only filled with the memory of wars. During the nineteenth century they developed into the park-like squares we love today, cleared of animals and junk, a space to rest amidst growing cities, a landscaped, streetlamped place of contemplation and beauty. But they were not nostalgia, not some throwback to a simpler, earlier age; they continued to live in the present, and looked toward the future. Communities held bake sales and funding drives to improve and maintain these spaces, which became public parks more than bustling marketplaces, even though many still kept that function, if not every day. They became the perfect places for couples to meet, to walk, and to bring their children. They became associated with love, with the festivals of life, with music and farmers’ markets, with food carts serving hot dogs and lobster rolls, with children playing catch and hula hooping.




  [image: A morning mist hangs over Newtown’s colonial Rams’ Pasture. KRIS NAWROCKI]




  Some have been cut down to a sliver of grass surrounded by concrete. Some are lost to us. The Mount Carmel Green in Hamden once lay between the Mount Carmel Congregational Church and Bellamy’s Tavern, on Whitney Avenue where today Sherman Avenue splits off to the west. But a century of canal, railroad, and road improvements wiped it away, and today a strip mall and parking lot have taken its place. Maps of our key seaport city, New London, clearly show a deliberate green across from the ancient burial ground, exactly where a school stands today. Why was it paved over? The natural development of the town may have called for it, and the difficult decisions of our ancestors only seem like mistakes in retrospect.




  Both Hamden and New London added parks to their cores, but parks are not greens, not quite. In the late nineteenth century native son Frederick Law Olmsted led the push for town parks throughout the country, primarily for the purpose of recreation, and as “lungs” for increasingly urban areas. So, even those greens created later in the twentieth century are different than recent town parks, in the matter of intention, of purposeful symbolism, of what John Stilgoe in The Common Landscape of America called the “clearest objectification of corporate [community] effort.” Whether organic or artistic, ancient or modern, they are attempts to organize our communities around a real space that is also a symbol.




  Today, over 170 public spaces remain on which we can walk where our ancestors and predecessors walked, where the farmers and fish-wives who built the nation sold their wares, where young boys and girls lazed against elm trees and dreamed of the future that became us. And many will remain after we are gone, places for gatherings, rallies, and concerts, surrounded by the active shops and restaurants of a new millennium. They are time machines that put us in touch with thousands of people over hundreds of years, from the past to the future.




  We should not overstate the case. In another very real way, these greens are just patches of earth we have yet to build on. But even the most mundane place is always more, both itself and a symbol, both body and soul. A green can be a nexus of capitalism and democracy, cooperation and ambition, if only we believe. After all, without a common space to gather as a community, is there any community at all? If we separate from each other, closeted in our little suburban castles, what happens to the town, the state, the nation?




  In the twenty-first century we have spread out, and most of us live miles away from the nearest green, perhaps in one of those shaded suburban castles if we’re lucky. The town hall is now where we go to buy a fishing license or pay our taxes, not to worship God or participate in community governance. We might prefer the tavern at the strip mall, near the new row of boutique shops, and the grocery store rather than the farmers’ market. But because we have these grassy hearts, the amorphous sprawl that has overwhelmed other suburbs throughout the world has not happened here. If the green exists, the center holds. Pass it on.




  ASHFORD




  In 1789 George Washington was touring the country after his election to the presidency, when he became stranded in tiny Ashford. Unfortunately it was Sunday, and the Puritan laws of the town forbade him to hire a carriage or horse. He was not amused, and his long legs strode up and down the town green in a fury while waiting for his entourage to realize their error.




  Ashford’s modest ten-acre green was created a few years after the town was founded in 1718, when the meetinghouse was built on Pine Hill. In 1791 at a town meeting, the green was officially designated: “there shall be ten acres of land where the meeting-house now stands for the convenience of a green or common, all which land for minister, ministry and common, is not to be accounted any part of the land to be paid for by the settlers.” The meetinghouse itself suffered a number of fires, but was rebuilt again and again. However, the 1938 hurricane finally did away with it, smashing it into scrap wood.




  The green became, like so many others, a burying ground, and part of the ten-acre plot was eventually transformed into Babcock Cemetery. For a while it was the hub of a bustling town, but after Eastford separated from Ashford in 1777, this green declined until the Industrial Revolution of the nineteenth century. The town soon built a cotton mill and a glass factory, as well as the usual sawmills and tanneries. Aaron Cook’s coal house and blacksmith shop sprang up on one side of the green, and it rang with the bell sounds of hammer and anvil. Luckily he did not use the forge at night, so the guests at the Dyer Clark Hotel just east of the green could sleep.




  [image: The clapboard Ashford Academy is one of many schools built on greens around the state over the centuries. DAVID LEFF]




  The only original building remaining on the green today is Ash-ford Academy, built in about 1825 in the Greek Revival style. The two-story building was used for over a century until 1949. One of the students at this tiny school was Edward Washburn Whitaker, who later became the youngest general in the Civil War, fighting in an astonishing eighty-two engagements. He acted as chief of staff to General George Custer and carried the flag of truce at Appomattox Courthouse.




  Today, the thick undergrowth of Connecticut’s forests has reclaimed much of the green. Only a small grassy plot remains, with the small Babcock Band gazebo, the cemetery, and the academy. Recently, however, the small outhouse behind the school has been restored and put on the National Register of Historic Places. No doubt George Washington would have approved.[image: image]




  BETHEL




  Growing up in the early 1800s, Phineas Taylor Barnum never played in a public park, even though his father’s country store stood near the center of town. Bethel simply didn’t have any, and in fact couldn’t have them, since it wasn’t officially a town until 1855. So, when he became rich and famous he became an advocate for public parks, creating several in Bridgeport, and one in his hometown of Bethel.




  Traveling in Europe, he admired many public fountains, and these inspired him to commission one of his own. The result was a sixteen-foot-tall Baroque statue of Triton standing in a conch shell, circled by fish that jetted water inside. Bridgeport strangely didn’t want it, but Bethel was happy to take it. They had just created a small triangular town green a few years earlier, forty-five by ninety feet at the intersection of the four main streets. Today it is called the Libby-Kellogg Green, and includes a memorial to Elizabeth Kellogg, who saved it in the 1980s.




  However, in 1881 the people of Bethel decided not to put the fountain there, and created a second green at Greenwood Avenue and Wooster Street, 65 by 125 square feet, to hold the fountain. At the dedication, Barnum reminisced about his early adventures there, and said “I take very great pleasure in presenting this fountain to the town and borough of Bethel as a small evidence of the love which I bear them and the respect which I feel for my successors, the present and future citizens of my native village.”




  Unfortunately the fountain froze and cracked in 1923, but five years later the town renamed this P. T. Barnum Square, and it became the center of events during the twentieth century, complete with doughboy soldier statue. In 1991 the town added new sidewalks, shrubberies, Victorian benches, and cast-iron streetlamps, and, in 2011 to celebrate the two hundredth anniversary of Barnum’s birth, they placed a statue of the man himself down the street at the library, raising his hat and striding off to seek fame and fortune.




  It is a finer memorial to this impresario than the fountain he bestowed, a reminder that no matter how far we go in life, no matter where we seek answers, our small hometown will inevitably call us back. And the hometown remembers us better and more truly than the world does anyway. As Barnum said when someone else regaled him with his successes, “No more of that. To sit here and listen to you going on in that way makes me feel as if you were reading my obituary aloud.”[image: image]




  BETHLEHEM




  Bethlehem’s town green developed with the rebuilding of the First Congregational Church in 1767. It was built specifically for Reverend Joseph Bellamy, whose house stood on the corner of Main Street and what then became the official town green. Bellamy had been born in Cheshire, and had studied at Yale under Jonathan Edwards. He wrote twenty-two books and became, after Edwards, the most respected theologian of his time. At his house on the green he held classes for other preachers, and thus became one of the most influential clergymen in the colonies. Not everyone loved him; President Ezra Stiles of Yale called him “dogmatical,” “overbearing,” and “noisy.” Nevertheless, he spoke out for the American cause in the Revolution, sired eight children, and guided his adopted town through its formative years.




  In 1839 the Bethlehem Green became even more official when buildings sprang up around it, including two taverns, a general store, and an Episcopal church. Over the centuries the town added a large boulder with a bronze plaque that lists soldiers of the Civil War and World War I, while five other monuments celebrate the sacrifice of those in Korea, Vietnam, the War of 1812, World War II, and the Revolutionary War. A historic district around the green was declared, with sixty-three properties that include all those listed above.




  The most impressive is perhaps Joseph Bellamy’s 1754 house, which still stands at the corner of the green as a National Register property owned by Connecticut Landmarks. Now called the Bellamy-Ferriday House and Garden, it was expanded in 1767 and 1790. Much later, in 1990, the building was gifted as a museum by Caroline Woolsey Ferriday, an actress, civil rights activist, and philanthropist. The formal garden features roses, peonies, and lilacs, but there was nothing light and flowery about Ferriday’s commitment to human rights. Walk there and muse about what she and Reverend Bellamy might have discussed as they walked the same space of the Bethlehem Green—two hundred years apart in time, but so close in spirit.[image: image]




  [image: The beautiful 1754 Bellamy-Ferriday House showcases a garden behind and the Bethlehem Green in front. DAVID LEFF]




  BLOOMFIELD




  Bloomfield came into existence as the colonial village of Windsor thrived, when a handful of settlers struck out to farm the land along Wash Brook. The friendly Massaco, Tunxis, and Poquonock tribes sold the land, and in 1661 a man named Edward Messenger built the first house on it. By 1734 the population had increased enough so that the residents petitioned to build their own church, citing the difficulty of traveling six miles to Windsor on a winter Sunday. A small parish carved out of Windsor, Farmington, and Simsbury became Wintonbury, which sufficed until a hundred years later in 1835 when they incorporated as a separate town. Resident Francis Gillette is said to have suggested the name Bloomfield after looking out his window at a field of blossoming wildflowers. Soon, shade tobacco farms replaced the wildflowers, then industry sparked commerce, and the new town took its place amongst the other Connecticut greats.




  A few years earlier in 1826, a piece of land along Wash Brook had been donated to the parish by Oliver Thralls. Three citizens built a sidewalk, but most people ignored it, muddying the green with small trails. It became known irreverently as the Turkey Track until 1888 when Lester Roberts gave money to improve the area next to his home, circling it with a fence and gravel road to keep traffic away. Road-building efforts in the 1920s cracked the green into two, but the oblong eastern portion was expanded again in 1970 as a sort of beautification compromise with the newly built Wintonbury Mall next door.




  Memorials to World War I, World War II, the Korean War, and the Vietnam War anchor the green, and a Bicentennial Drummer Boy stands as a reminder of both patriotism and the nearby Brown Drum Factory. The Bloomfield Town Hall, the Prosser Library, and the 1858 Congregational church surround the green, and it remains the spiritual heart of the town, defying suburban sprawl.




  [image: The drummer boy statue on Bloomfield Green honors both veterans and the nearby Brown Drum Factory. TRENA LEHMAN]




  Francis Gillette ran a stop on the Underground Railroad from his house along Wash Brook south of the town green. In a speech he often gave in support of abolition, he said, “What is American slavery? It is the changing of a man into a thing, a commodity, an article of property, a chattel.” As early as 1838 he argued that Connecticut’s black population should be given the vote, and decried ministers who preached in support of the evil practice.




  As you walk on the green today, at the intersection of a busy suburb, imagine a woman hiding from greedy slave hunters, confused and scared, struggling over long miles toward Canada, perhaps to reach her husband or children waiting for her. Imagine her relief when she came out of the farms and forests to the Bloomfield town green just before dawn, knowing that this small village held a night’s safety.[image: image]




  BOLTON




  Bolton center was settled in 1716, and was fully incorporated after a petition to the General Court in 1721. Around this time fifty houses were built around the green, forty-nine for settlers and one for the minister. In 1721 the townspeople decided that the first meetinghouse should be placed at the center of the green, and kept that tradition with the second meetinghouse in 1768.




  Bolton was on the Hartford to Norwich Turnpike, which led along the east side of the present green. In 1781, General Rochambeau marched through here on the way back from the victory in Yorktown. In the nineteenth century more buildings gathered around the green, including a post office and general store established in 1837 by Jabez L. White. It stayed on the northwest corner of the green until 1919, when it became a private residence.




  Since the time White built his store, many things have changed in the vicinity of the steadfast green. A third meetinghouse was built in 1848, but this time on the east side of the Turnpike. Once that happened the second meetinghouse was demolished and became an open space. Soon S. P. Sumner & Co. cigar makers conjured a cigar smoke house near the green, which no doubt gave a new odor to the church services. On the site of the present town hall, a cider and brandy brewer tempted churchgoers, and a stone quarry added a racket of noise. In 1881 the Bolton Library Association provided a quieter element again, a fitting place for the war memorials that soon anchored the space.




  Bolton’s second green, the Crossroads Common, has the same triangular shape of the Center Green with a small difference in area. This green was located on a milk pasture of a farm known as Jones Dairy Farm. Around 1930 the State Highway Department decided that they would purchase the farmland in order to make improvements throughout the road system. The Old Bolton Road had bent there at the dairy farm, but once the farmland was purchased, that curved line was straightened out, leaving a crescent-shaped piece of land. However, years passed by until finally, on January 21, 1962 the state gave the land to the town of Bolton, which waited another three decades to formally dedicate it as a green in 1990.




  Across from the green there are five main buildings. The first is the white clapboard Hans Christian Andersen Montessori School, which was housed in the former St. Maurice Chapel, built in 1938. To the northeast of the road, the Bentley Memorial Library is a small building created in 1975; it gives the space the alternate name of “library green.” The only truly old house is a large 1845 Greek Revival edifice north from the green.




  The Crossroads Common depends on the mature trees surrounding it on both the south and the east for a sense of closure and definition. At the center of the green stands an octagonal gazebo, a great place for concerts, surrounded by benches, flowerbeds, and young oaks. Likewise, on the Center Green the addition of a simple fir tree has led to the modern tradition of singing Christmas carols. Both are great demonstrations of how a single addition can change a grassy margin of no particular appearance into a place for public performances and occasions.[image: image]




  BRANFORD




  Established at the early date of 1644, the town of Branford waited fifty-five years to create a green, when Deacon John Taintor willed a piece of land for a “publick meeting house.” The church built on this common replaced the original 1644 one, and was followed by yet another larger one nearby, which in turn was replaced in 1843 by the present brick Congregational church. The Episcopalians came to town in 1750, and in 1786 they built a worship house here too, replacing it in 1852 with the church that is still standing. The Baptists followed, and built their church on the green in 1840. These changes seem natural enough today, but of course at the time caused tremendous upheavals. After all, how far was religious tolerance supposed to go? Luckily the citizens of Branford decided again and again to open up to new ideas and new peoples, who paid the generosity back by providing new energy and strength to the old guard.




  Civic buildings were also built on this triangular common space on Main Street, starting with Branford’s first “high school,” the 1820 Academy, which eventually became a meeting place for the Order of Masons, and was later given to the town. Smaller buildings appeared and disappeared, from horse sheds to sabbath-day houses. However, unlike most other greens that were slowly cleared to make the parks we enjoy today, Branford has kept most of its buildings firmly planted there, as part of the public gathering place. Memorials to the wars of the twentieth century followed, along with one to commemorate the founding of Yale University, which has long since moved to New Haven, but hopefully remembers its humble beginnings in a small meeting on Branford Green in 1701.




  [image: The 1852 Trinity Episcopal Church, built in English Gothic style on the Branford Green, uses a twenty-five-hundred-pound bell to call the faithful. ERIC D. LEHMAN]




  Since 1985 the green has been the center of the Branford Festival, an annual celebration of one of the oldest and most permanent towns in the state, and in America. When you visit you will find the vital center of a thriving town, surrounded by churches, restaurants, and shops, and you can marvel at the lasting power of a strong community.[image: image]




  BRIDGEPORT




  When George Washington was tired from a long ride through Connecticut, he often stopped in an area between Stratford and Fairfield, sometimes at the Nichols Tavern on North Avenue, sometimes at the square-built Harpin’s Tavern, sometimes known as the Pixlee Inn, across from the Old Mill Green. He may have noticed the milestone placed there by his acquaintance Benjamin Franklin. When he came through with troops he used Harpin’s, because apparently they could camp on the wide space, and he could watch his soldiers from the windows of the tavern. As legend has it, once he took a nap under an old elm tree across from Harpin’s, and the spot further sanctified the already sacred space of the green.




  The Old Mill Green, sometimes known as Pembroke Park, had been set aside as common land as early as 1685, during the establishment of the King’s Highway between Boston and New York. It was named after a mill built in 1654 along the Pequonnock River. At the time Washington rode through, it was part of the town of Stratford, but later became part of the growing center of industry, Bridgeport. In the early twentieth century the largest building in the world at the time, Remington Arms Factory, was built at the angle of the green, and it stood there for almost a hundred years.




  Farther along the old King’s Highway, tiny Clinton Park in the city’s northwest has also been categorized as a town green, and since its origins go back to the early date of 1698, that is no surprise. It was larger back then, used as a militia training ground for the Stratfield farmers who lived along the Rooster River. Deeded to the town by Richard Hubble, it became the heart of a stylish neighborhood when Stratfield became Bridgeport and expanded in the nineteenth century, full of Queen Anne, Colonial Revival, and other styles of architecture, including a French Normandy house owned by Elizabeth Seeley, the granddaughter of P. T. Barnum. A granite bicentennial monument stands on one corner, and a bronze plaque nearby marks the path of the Old King’s Highway.




  [image: Mile markers, like this one on Bridgeport’s Old Mill Green, were once common on Connecticut’s early throughways. KATHERINE COLLADO]




  Just to the southwest the landscaped Mountain Grove Cemetery filled up with the graves of the people who made this new Bridgeport, including world famous entertainers P. T. Barnum and Charles Stratton, better known as General Tom Thumb. Both Stratton and Barnum were supporters of a famous visitor to the third Bridgeport town green, Abraham Lincoln.




  City Hall Green originated in 1807, purchased by Salmon Hubbell “to be laid open, kept and maintained forever as a public highway.” At the time two churches flanked the small space, and in 1838 City Hall was built between the two on the green itself. But it took thirteen years and the purchase of an additional plot of land before the brownstone Greek Revival masterpiece was built, serving as city hall and courthouse for the next century. On his tour of the Northeast, Lincoln stopped here and spoke in the packed hall with crowds spilling out onto the green. While in town he tried his first fried oyster, a delicacy that became his favorite dish at the White House.




  In the twentieth century the City Hall Green became the center of the state’s largest metropolis, with impressive buildings looming above it. Memorials to the century’s wars appeared on the west end of the block, renamed Colonel Henry Mucci Green for the local World War II hero. But the rest was renamed McLevy Green for the only socialist mayor of a major American city, Jasper McLevy, who served Bridgeport for thirty years. Of course he is less famous for socialist ideas than his tightfistedness, and his refusal to use taxes to pay for snow removal remains legendary.




  Today citizens can find concerts, art shows, and markets here, as it becomes the center of renewal in a new century. Hopefully, they will live up to the storied past Bridgeport’s greens offer. It’s a big responsibility to follow in the footsteps of those who made this country great, from General Tom Thumb to General George Washington.[image: image]




  BRIDGEWATER




  Just a mile northwest of the crossroads center of Bridgewater, Pulitzer Prize–winning writer Van Wyck Brooks moved into the 1849 Hatch House a hundred years after it was built, living there until his death. An effort was made to add a wing to the town library by the green in his name, but it failed. Then, by a miraculous chance, a strange hermit named Charles E. Piggott, who lived in a Los Angeles slum, gave the town three hundred thousand dollars, when his will was found by chance by the bulldozer operator destroying his home. Apparently inspired by Brooks’s work of literary criticism The Flowering of New England, he enabled the town to double the size of its library.




  This sort of historical accident was no surprise to the citizens of Bridgewater. After all, the green itself seems to have developed by accident. The narrow north-south strip of land at the center of town appeared south of the Congregational church in the early 1800s, probably as leftover land from the building of the roadway that became Route 133. Finally incorporated in 1856, Bridgewater began town improvements in the 1870s, planting elms and maples along this strip, and banning hogs and other livestock from grazing there.




  Today it forms the center of an impressive historic district, with sixty-five significant sites in the immediate area. Four are directly located around the green. The 1807 Congregational church features an octagonal louvered belfry with cornice and spire, and the 1859 St. Mark’s Episcopal Church’s Gothic Revival wood structure boasts a nearly free-standing square tower with intersecting gabled roofs. The Greek Revival clapboard Grange Hall housed a school and the town hall, until the town hall was moved to a new building across the street in 1904.
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