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			Introduction

			To know the character of a community,
I need only visit its cemeteries.

			—Benjamin Franklin

			Cemeteries are everywhere.

			That only makes sense when you consider that there have been a few billion people who have roamed this planet before us, and when every one of them died, something had to be done with the body. Not all have been laid to rest six feet under the ground for a variety of reasons (which we don’t need to get into here), but many have elected that option.

			When you really think about it, cemeteries are a weird, last-ditch effort at immortality—like, “I may be gone, but this somewhat indestructible stone remains to speak my name forever.” The ancient Egyptian pharaohs built pyramids in part as memorials, which isn’t all that different than creating an ornate tombstone. The planet is littered with all manner of extravagant mausoleum, opulent crypt, and elaborate tomb, all compelling reminders of those who have gone before and their stories.

			The good news is that efforts to ensure that the dearly departed, although gone forever, are not forgotten have not been wasted, especially here in New England. As one of the first places settled in the New World by European colonists, there is an abundance of centuries-old cemeteries and, with them, a plethora of individuals, groups, and organizations dedicated to preserving these places and the numerous compelling and sometimes even odd stories that are associated with them.

			In fact, if you have this book in your hands, there’s a good chance that you already may be a taphophile, or “one who loves cemeteries.” And if you’re not, possibly by the time you’re done reading about and, ideally, exploring the burying grounds and graveyards detailed here, you will become one. (It’s a painless process, I promise!)

			My informal introduction to taphophilia occurred in my childhood. During our family summer vacations in Vermont, I remember quite vividly my mother dragging us into various old cemeteries, trying to get us interested in the names and stories contained on the numerous moss-covered stones. Of course, that was mostly lost on an adolescent boy who was more interested in looking at live girls than reading the epitaphs of dead ones, but the idea that cemeteries were fascinating, peaceful, and intriguing places was ingrained early.

			Like any seed planted in an impressionable young mind, this curiosity in the accounts of those who were no longer around to share them would eventually take root and begin to grow. Over the years, I found myself more and more drawn to history and the seemingly endless collection of compelling tales that real lives have generated, especially those that seemed a bit out of the ordinary or off the beaten path.

			It’s been this love of the past and the peculiar that in my spare time led me to create (with my friends Kate and Steve Frank) a website called Damned Connecticut (damnedct.com), in which we chronicle all sorts of oddities and unusual places from across our home state, including a number of supposedly haunted cemeteries. My regular paying daytime gig for sixteen years was as an editor at Connecticut Magazine, and during that time, it required me to explore all corners of the state in pursuit of intriguing stories and worthwhile places to share with readers.

			Consequently, I’ve been to cool and creepy and historic cemeteries aplenty. And while researching this book, it quickly became apparent to me that graveyards are more popular than ever. (Insert that old joke about people dying to get in. . . .)

			The genealogy and ancestry craze that exploded during the 1990s, when the Internet suddenly connected eager researchers with birth, marriage, and death records like never before, has fueled the creation of a staggering array of resources, particularly online. Part of the trickle-down from that has been wonderfully comprehensive cemetery-centric websites, like FindAGrave.com, that not only list a remarkable number of cemeteries and those interred within, but also provide detailed data, including epitaphs and inscriptions, as well as photos, contact information, and more. It’s an embarrassment of riches for any taphophile, really.

			Of course, one thing that often gets overlooked with the vast goldmine of information that is now only a click away is how it all got there in the first place. Just like how my kids can’t quite comprehend the concept that there was a world long before TVs and computers existed (there really was!), there are those who don’t understand that all this terrific graveyard information didn’t just magically appear online. Almost every single website that has cemetery material got it from the efforts of mostly anonymous folks who took the time to transfer town records from handwritten or typed formats into digital ones that could be made available to anyone with a computer or smartphone. This data also was culled by men and women who, usually voluntarily, spent hours, days, and months in graveyards, burying grounds, and cemeteries, going row by row and stone by stone to record what was etched on each and every marker. Often, many also had to deal with trying to decipher faded or weathered inscriptions on crumbling or fallen slabs.

			One of the most noteworthy taphophiles/historians who dedicated himself to just this task was Charles R. Hale. Hale first began his work in 1916, when he started recording the burial locations of Civil War veterans for the Sons of Union Veterans of the Civil War. (Hale’s father, George, had fought in the conflict.) He was able to parlay this work into a project for the Works Progress Administration (also known as the WPA) in the mid-1930s. He was put in charge of amassing the vital information and inscriptions of every cemetery in Connecticut, overseeing a staff of eighty for the task. Obtaining info from the big public cemeteries was easy, but when the project started, many older cemeteries were either no longer in use or abandoned.

			That didn’t deter the ambitious and meticulous Hale, who, with his staff, went to every town clerk and local historian, knocked on doors to follow up on every lead, and literally, in some cases, hacked through overgrown forests to find forgotten grave sites. They dutifully recorded every inscription and epitaph, carefully indexing records by town. Because of their diligence, Connecticut became one of the first states to preserve its cemetery records.

			One popular story about Hale’s efforts is that when the town clerk in North Stonington told him there were only nine cemeteries in town, Hale went out, poked around, and found eighty-six more! Other rediscovered examples of Hale’s commitment are a forgotten graveyard under Route 9 in Middletown and a few that had been lost beneath reservoirs.

			By the time Hale and his team were done in 1938, and as a result of the herculean devotion to task, they had chronicled 2,269 cemeteries, including many that had previously been disregarded. Talk about taphophilia! The Charles R. Hale Collection of Connecticut Cemetery Inscriptions was eventually published for the masses in the 1960s. It can now be found in the Connecticut State Library as well as online at Hale-Collection.com. 

			If you wish to pay your respects, Hale is interred in Zion Hill Cemetery in Hartford. For all his interest his gravestones, Hale’s modest white marker is fairly simple: his name, date of birth (January 21, 1871), and date of death (February 13, 1946).

			Although Hale’s gravestone is fairly traditional, one of the things that he and his cohorts undoubtedly noticed during their sundry cemetery excursions is the seemingly endless display of magnificent sculpture that can be found honoring the dead. In this book you’ll find all manner of ornate stone monument, from lovingly rendered portraits and stirring depictions to mythical figures and odder memorials (giant clothespin, anyone?). And when you go out to explore these repositories of glorious carved art in person, you’ll discover so much more. Many works rival museum pieces, while others, given the context, are quite poignant. And some are simply breathtaking.

			Along those lines . . .

			Although many can appreciate the art, beauty, and serenity of cemeteries, it doesn’t mean that graveyards also can’t be spooky sometimes, or even scary on occasion. One of the biggest, breathtaking, heart-stopping scares (and ultimately, laughs) of my life came while standing next to a lonely grave in the middle of very dark woods on a moonless summer night.

			Camp Sequassen in New Hartford, Connecticut, enjoys many legends that have been passed down from generation to generation of camper, starting with its founding. The story goes that the land was inhabited by an eccentric man known only as the Hermit, who lived in a shack on a hillside by a natural spring. After spending many happy and quiet years in the woods he adored, the Hermit died, leaving stewardship of the property to the Boy Scouts because he believed that they would best protect the land and preserve it. He was buried near his home by the spring, and if you hike out there today, you can actually see the spring (the water is not potable) and The Hermit’s actual final resting spot.

			Now, on the Hermit’s short, squat headstone is this inscription:

			I will rest peacefully

			No matter how long

			If the pines bend over

			To sing the wind’s song;

			If the birds and the chipmunks,

			Will play over me still,

			In the forest I loved

			Near the spring on the hill.

			Out of respect for the Hermit, when you visit, tradition has it that you are to put something live and green—usually twigs or small branches—on the grave. By midsummer, there’s usually quite an unruly (yet respectful) mound of shrubbery there.

			Now like any fun midnight-grave-in-the-woods story, there’s also a ghostly creature in the mix: the Wampus. Protector of the forest and the Hermit’s legacy, this alleged Bigfoot-meets-Swampthing-like apparition is full-on bogeyman, capable of either eating your eyes out if they are open at night or just taking your soul, if available.

			So jump to the early 1980s when the world wasn’t such a litigious place and my scout troop was camping at Sequassen. We were all partaking in the standard summer camp activities when, on Thursday evening, our two assistant scoutmasters—a pair of twenty-one-year-olds, coincidentally both named Joe (Joe M. and Joe P.)—headed off to town for a night of revelry. Round about what felt like midnight, our remaining scoutmasters, maybe tired of watching us all, suggested we go for a little night hike . . . to the Hermit’s grave!

			Despite my trepidations, I joined the group as we hiked away from the brightness of camp and into the gloom of the forest primeval. As the night around us got deeper and darker, the initial exuberance we had waned, and our laughs and shouts soon dwindled to a few nervous chuckles. We finally got to the spring and quietly filled our mouths and canteens. The scoutmaster then suggested that since we’re there, we should visit the grave and pay our respects.

			I mustered all my twelve-year-old courage and joined the others as they gathered around the grave, a dark mound of branches, leaves, and sticks. With only his flashlight to guide us, the scoutmaster read the inscription aloud, which has a completely different impact when you are huddled around a grave in the middle of the Wampus-lurking woods at what seems to be the stroke of midnight. Chills and goosebumps everywhere.

			After the scoutmaster finished reading, he asked for a moment of silence, and it was right about then that my friend Bobby, who had been sort of poking the grave mound with his walking stick, made a horrific discovery. We all instantly turned our flashlights on it.

			“Is that a . . . BOOT?!”

			Suddenly, the mound of leaves and sticks started shifting, there was an unholy roar, and something sprang up from the grave!

			I stumbled backward while the rest of the other scouts were either screaming, running off full speed into the woods, or falling over in shock. The creature—a human figure—was now on its feet standing amid the funeral mound, screaming and waving its arms. It had on boots, jeans, a leather jacket and a motorcycle helmet . . . a helmet like . . . like . . . JOE P., the assistant scoutmaster had!

			The Wampus had gotten Joe P.!

			No, wait! The other Joe popped out from behind a tree . . . and it dawned on all of us as the scoutmasters are laughing their khaki-clad butts off.

			To this day, I will give that guy all the credit in the world: Taphophile or not, to lie on a grave at midnight and let yourself be buried alive under a heap of leaves and branches just to scare the bejesus out of a bunch of kids takes a certain amount of fortitude.

			It’s also a person who is very comfortable around graves and cemeteries, as hopefully you will be by the time you’re done with this book.

		

	
		
			How to Use This Book

			In researching and writing this book, a point was made to focus on the legends and the people buried in the cemeteries described, for good and bad. After all, without the great spooky stories and superstitious gossip that were as much a part of seventeenth-century New England as they are today’s world, a cemetery would just be a bunch of stones and bones. And if you are any kind of taphophile, you know that they’re much more than that.

			So what you’ll find here is a collection of New England cemetery highlights. These are the graveyards with the most interesting stories to tell, the most intriguing people to meet, the clearest glimpses—sometimes funny, sometimes poignant—of days gone by. You’ll be told where to find each of these unique burial grounds, and be steered toward some of their treasures. But you won’t be told all their secrets. The joy of poking around old graveyards is, well, poking around old graveyards. Half the fun is finding the little surprises and treasures for yourself.

			For each cemetery, you’ll find the phone number, website, and location information, if it’s available, so you can put it into your GPS or Google Maps. A lot of these cemeteries are pretty informal places, so you’ll want to explore them for yourself.

			When you do, be sure to check out the information you’ll find in the back of this book. Included is a list of some of the images commonly found on New England gravestones, along with their meanings. Also explained are all those mystifying abbreviations you’ll often find on tombstones. No, they’re not Latin. (Well, sometimes they are.) Finally, there’s a list of good books to help you find out more, and a collection of New England taphophile resources to help you along the way.

			So take some time to leaf through this book now. A certain cemetery or image of a stone may just inspire you to plan your next trip around a burying ground. If it does, by all means bring this book with you when traveling throughout New England.

			Above all, when you visit the cemeteries described in this book, keep in mind that they are, after all, burying grounds where generations of people have said good-bye to their loved ones. Whether public or private, active or abandoned, paying quiet respect is the appropriate mode of behavior.
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			Westford Hill Cemetery

			A Not-So-Frugal Yankee

			Ashford

			Public cemetery

			Near the meetinghouse on Westford Hill Road, 
south of the intersection of Route 320. 
Grounds open dawn to dusk.

			There’s one or two in every old New England town. You know the type: the elderly women or men who dress in clothes that look like they’re straight out of the 1920s, save every bit of aluminum foil and string they can get their hands on, and live in ramshackle houses that townspeople think should have been condemned long ago. And they would never think of spending a few of their precious pennies on a box of Girl Scout cookies or doing some other good deed.

			When they eventually die, however, it seems that no one is ever really surprised by the fact that these apparent eccentrics turn out to hold vast fortunes—which they’ve chosen to leave to the local animal shelter, or else they’ve blown it all on an elaborate 34-foot obelisk and painstakingly detailed grave plot that leaves everything else in the cemetery in the dust.

			That’s just what you’ll find at the Westford Hill Cemetery in Ashford. Lucas Douglass was the stereotypical bitter old man; neighbor children always knew to cross the street rather than walk in front of his house. And he was such a miser that the town fathers figured they’d end up paying for his burial out of the town’s pauper fund.
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					Cemetery grounds tend to shift and buckle.

				

			

			Instead, Mister Douglass surprised everyone after he died on December 5, 1895, on the main street of Ashford, dressed in rags and without a penny in his pocket. In his will he specified that the many thousands of dollars that comprised his estate go to build a veritable monument for his grave site. The obelisk you’ll find in this cemetery today is made of marble imported from Italy and serves as the cornerstone of his final resting place. The site also features a handsome tombstone with a picture of the deceased, urns carved in stone, and a meticulously built stone wall that encases the entire plot. It figures that such an eccentric would be determined to have the last word.

			
				
					Rest in Place

					The word cemetery comes from the Greek, and means “sleeping place.”

				

			

		

	
		
			Mountain Grove Cemetery

			Final Home of P. T. Barnum
and Tom Thumb

			Bridgeport

			Public cemetery

			2675 North Avenue, off exit 25 from I-95. Grounds open 7:30 a.m.–6:30 p.m. (until 5 p.m. in winter). Office hours: 8:30 a.m.–4:00 p.m. Monday–Friday. (203) 336-3579. Map, pamphlets, and restroom available. mountaingrovecemetery.org.

			The first thing any visitor should know about Mountain Grove Cemetery is that P. T.—short for Phineas Taylor—Barnum is buried here. In fact, he designed the cemetery himself.

			Bridgeport was Barnum’s city. He was single-handedly responsible for the town’s evolution from an important shipping hub into a vital East Coast manufacturing center as well—he used part of his vast circus fortune to improve the steamship industry, thereby improving Bridgeport. Barnum also served one term as mayor of Bridgeport, familiarly known as the Park City. In keeping with his outsized personality and accomplishments, some of the tombstones and monuments at this 140-acre cemetery are pretty elaborate. His own grave is marked by a towering granite monument with a series of granite steps to climb to reach it.
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					A life-sized replica of Tom Thumb tops the 40-foot obelisk honoring the 40-inch man.

				

			

			Tom Thumb, Barnum’s most famous attraction, is buried right across from Barnum’s grave. Born on January 4, 1838, Tom Thumb—whose given name was Charles S. Stratton—reached a height of 25 inches at one year of age before his growth would slow (he would eventually top out at only 40 inches by his death). Barnum discovered him when the boy was five years old and christened him Tom Thumb. In 1863 Tom Thumb’s wedding to Lavinia Warren, also a little person, was attended by 2,000 guests and was reported in newspapers across the country. He died in 1883 and was buried in Mountain Grove. The 40-foot obelisk that marks his grave has a life-sized marble replica of the little man perched on top. Some might think it ironic that this very tall monument was erected for one of the world’s shortest men.
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Ashford: Wesiford Hill Cemetery
Bridgeport: Mountain Grove Cemetery
Coventry: Nathan Hale Cemetery
Easton: Union Cemetery

Fairfield: Old Burying Ground
Farmington: Riverside Cemetery
Glastonbury: Green Cemetery
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Lebanon: Liberty Hill Cemetery
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Mansfield: Old Mansfield Center Cemetery
Milford: Milford Cemetery

New Haven: Center Church on the Green

New Haven: Grove Street Cemetery

New London: Ye Townes Antientest Burial Place
Norwich: Almshouse Cemetery

Windsor: Palisado Cemetery

Woodstock: Woodstock Hill Cemetery
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