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Write it Down 
 Help Record the History of Woodbridge During the Coronavirus Pandemic 

 
For weeks now we have all been feeling differently about History. Whatever we previously thought it was 
(time travel for the imagination, the story of power and institutions, Henry Ford’s “bunk”), we can now see 
that History is here and today, inescapable, everywhere and for everyone. Whether we are saving lives or per-
forming essential services or just trying to figure out how to stay safe and use Zoom, our families, community, 
state, and nation are experiencing and adjusting to new things every day. 

Now is the time to Write It Down. Start capturing words and images that will 
tell the story of what we did “during the war” so they can be shared not just 
now amongst our neighbors and friends in other places but later with our 
grandchildren and future historians. The story of Woodbridge and its resi-
dents during the pandemic is History. 

Why it’s Important: the example of the Spanish Flu Epidemic of 1918 

The current pandemic is frequently compared to that in 1918, and in terms of 
epidemiology it’s definitely a case of learning from history. The parallels are 
striking, including the speed with which it spread across the state from the 
naval base in New London and the importance of social distancing. (In Con-

necticut this was acknowledged but there was resistance to make changes. Commercial interests succeeded in 
keeping the movie theatres in New Haven open and the towns that closed their schools usually did it simply 
because so few students were attending.) 

However, when we study the pandemic of 1918 there’s a gap in the record: first-person accounts. There are 
newspaper reports and lists of the dead and statistical and epidemiological analyses by the health departments. 
There are anecdotes such as the story of the New Haven orphanage that literally locked the virus out for two 
months only to have 424 of its 464 residents and staff infected within days after it was finally exposed. We 
have numbers, but few if any journals or letters or contemporary interviews. There are descriptions of the con-
ditions at the hospitals and impressive photos of rows of patients, but few if any signs, notices, or other images 
from (for example) the places like factories or trolleys affected by the loss of workers. Such things must have 
been a part of people’s daily lives at the time but they were not valued as history and were lost.  

Historical Societies, Libraries, and Archivists Lead the Way 

Like the Amity and Woodbridge Historical Society, many local groups as well as state and university libraries 
and societies have started soliciting information and material from the public. For example, in addition to sub-
mitting material to the AWHS you can submit a testimony online to the Connecticut Historical Society Muse-
um and Library, or a photo to the online Six Feet Photography Project. Your own college or university (or 
medical school) may be collecting information about the experiences of graduates. 
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 Continued from page 1.. 
What’s Special About Woodbridge? 

In 1918, on the eve of the last pandemic to touch our community, Woodbridge was described as “one of the 
most unspoiled of the rural towns of the state….from any one of whose numerous heights a glimpse of the 
busy world…lies spread to the beholder.” 

In 2020 Woodbridge does not just look over New Haven but, in addition to being a critical part of the city's 
educational, medical, arts and other spheres, looks past it and is connected to the world. Both those citizens 
whose families have lived in Woodbridge for generations and those who are newly settled here are globally 
connected, sometimes very intimately through friends and family. What a rich mine of perspectives, from the 
personal to the local and global!  

We also invite our business community to contribute. How are you communicating with your customers? 
What adjustments are you having to make until we get the “all clear”? We are working with Beecher Road 
School, in collecting information from school children on their experiences during the pandemic.  

The Future of Your Past 

The most important reason for thinking about how to memorialize what you have seen, done, and felt during 
this time is for your own personal history, to be stored as memory and shared with family and friends. 

But your history is Woodbridge’s history too, so please share it with the community. Please capture and share 
your stories, journal entries, photos, calendars, notes, even the jokes and memes that are lifting your spirits—
anything that is special to this time. In addition to being added to our permanent collection, we hope to make 
a selection for display to be called We are Woodbridge History. Stay tuned for more on our contemporary 
history programming!                        
              By Mary Dean 

 

Here is what you need to do to write about your 
 experiences during the COVID-19 Crisis. 

We would like to hear from you! 
Some things you can write about include:  

How are you spending your days? Are you self-isolating, working from 
home, on the frontlines as a healthcare worker or an essential employee? 

Tell us how your life has changed and what your daily routine is like. Are you cooking, hiking, exercising, 
binge watching Netflix, helping your children with schoolwork, reading? Who is with you? What are you  
eating? How do you feel? What do you think about? What are you grateful for? 
 
Your documentation can be written as a journal or diary 
entry, news article, poem, report, or letter.  

You may include a photograph, draw/paint a picture,  
or copy a good meme that made you laugh.  
 
Make it personal. Make it informative.  
 
Then please email OR mail your submissions to AWHS.  
It is helpful to include your name, address, and age, but this 
information is not required.  

Email 
 info@woodbridgehistory.org 

Subject line: Coronavirus 2020,  
or Mail it to 

Amity and Woodbridge Historical Society, 
1907 Litchfield Turnpike,  
Woodbridge, CT 06525.  

We look forward to receiving your 
 submissions. 

Be a part of History!!! 
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Surprises in Small Packages 

By Nancy Mull 

As the Amity Woodbridge Historical Society was cleaning and preparing for new caretakers for the 
Thomas Darling House Museum we made a surprise discovery. Up in one of the closets, under the 
eaves, rested a small dirty bag about the size of a large loaf of bread. When the volunteers pulled out 
the bag and carefully opened it they discovered clothing: a man’s dress shirt, a man’s mended under-
shirt, a wrinkled organza and lace dress, a pair of long cotton woman’s stockings, a short net and lace 
bolero jacket, a sleeve from a chemise and two doll dresses. None of these articles were in very good 
condition. Age, dirt, stains and wrinkles were prevalent. 

However, historians are remarkable in seeing past dirt and mending. Careful laundering with Restora-
tion Soap and long hours of just pure water soaking sometimes reveal surprises. The shirt, size 15 1/2, 
bears the label of Howe and Stetson and uncovers the story of a department store famous in New Ha-
ven at the turn of the 20th century.  

The store was originally A. C. Wilcox Dry goods and it 
started in New Haven in 1836. By 1881 the store changed 
hands and became the Howe and Stetson Department Store. 
In 1906 the store was purchased by Mr. Jacob Shartenberg 
and bore his name until 1962. The present 360 State Street 
luxury apartment building is now on the site. The shirt has a 
back placket closure, bib front, and is sewn to utilize a but-
ton on collar. This helps identify that it was made ca. 1895 
to 1905. G. Halstead Bishop, great-great-grandson of  
Thomas Darling, was living in his house at that time. 

The lovely white silk organza dress, illustrated here, is very 
much in the late Edwardian style. It has a net lining and a 
tiered skirt of scalloped layers. The sleeve is very elaborate 
with a puff just above the cuff anchored by the matching 
lace on the bodice. Three small weights are sewn along the 
back to keep the bodice hanging at the waist. 

The doll clothes were completely hand stitched and we have 
put them in the children’s collection of textiles, which will 
become another area of historical research. 

The question is why were these items placed in a rough, lin-
en bag? Was this mending for another day? Were the 
clothes out of date? If we place the date ca 1900, Berenice, 
(the last descendent of Thomas Darling living in the Darling 
House before the historical society took over it’s care)  
would still be close to childhood. Were these things for her 
play or sewing practice? Questions we can ponder, but will 
never know. Just interesting surprises that connect us to the 
past.  
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Letter to AWHS Members 
Dear Members, 

First and foremost we hope that you and your families are safe and well during these unprecedented times. 
We also hope that this newsletter has provided you with some interesting 
and fun stories about local History that you can share with all your fami-
ly members, and that we encouraged you to record your own histories. 

As you may know, the historical society has been dealing with some 
tough issues for the last year, but we want you to know that we still  
remain focused on preserving Woodbridge History.  

We have been taking the time to catalog our collections in more detail 
and we continue to find “new” old treasures in our collections. We are 
also planning this spring to get some important repairs completed on the 
horse barn and carriage shed and some of the other outbuildings as well 
as the windows in the caretaker cottage. We have done a good deal of 
cleaning and painting of the cottage; this work has been spearheaded by 
our treasurer Barbara Baldwin who has committed many hours of sweat 
equity into polishing the gem that is the caretaker cottage. Everyone who 
sees it thinks it would be a great place to live, including our potential 
new caretakers who are eager to move back to and spend their retirement 
in Woodbridge, but they and we are awaiting the town’s approval. 

We know that the current pandemic is 
causing financial woes for many of us,  
but we still hope that you will renew your 
AWHS membership this year in order to 
help us do the necessary repairs to pre-
serve the buildings and also help us pre-
serve our collections.  

Our endowment, just like many retirement plans, has lost money. We 
are hoping that we do not have to dip into it now to pay bills, as that 

will result in a much longer recovery time for the fund. Non-profits will end up being one of the silent vic-
tims of this crisis. Donations are down, endowments have lost money, most fundraisers are not currently 
possible, federal, state, and local funding and grants will be reduced or eliminated, and thus our recoveries 
will take much longer. Sadly, many small non-profits will not recover and will go under in the wake of 
this crisis.  

We ask, if you are able, that you consider donating any amount to the AWHS today to help us continue 
our important work. Just as many hands make light work, every small donation will add up to a huge dif-
ference for the future of the Historical Society. Every penny counts! We thank you for your dedication 
and support.  

Alexia Belperron—Amity and Woodbridge Historical Society President 

The hallway leading to the main 

living area in the  

caretakers apartment that is 

attached to the Darling House. 

Thanks to the work of Barbara 

Baldwin and other volunteers 

for cleaning and painting the 

space. 

President ~ Alexia Belperron, PhD 
Vice President ~ Mary Dean, PhD 
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Charles Griffith 
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Muffy’s Notes from the Garden 
 

In this period of “social isolation,” many of us are rediscovering the 
meditation of solitary gardening. Focus on nature and the immediate 
gratification of weeding, raking and pruning offer relief from Pan-
demic news overload. The Darling House grounds provide a special 
refuge. 
 
I went there to clear the vines creeping through the picket fence into 
the blooming quince bushes opposite the front door. Raking the 
fence line revealed many green points of hosta under a tree  
hydrangea. I marveled at the longevity of all of those plants put in 

by the last resident, Berenice Baldwin, likely a hundred years ago. 
 
Around the doorstep I found violets and a clump of daffodils, but also dandelions & onion grass. My 
fingers itched to yank them out, but perhaps they belong here, too. Did Abigail Darling view them as 
welcome early greens for her 18th c. meals? In the new-found silence on Litchfield Turnpike, I could 
hear the age old music of the West River tumbling over the 
rocks in its path. Surely, generations of Darlings noted that 
manifestation of spring.  
 
Lilacs, roses and herbs were also waking up in the kitchen gar-
den by the back door. Celery scented lovage was already 8 
inches tall. As I cut off last year’s dead stalks, new sprouts of 
lemon balm, mint, and beebalm released fragrant promises of 
abundance to come. Take heart as you realize that our seem-
ingly endless quarantine period is but a moment on the time-
line of Nature and History.  
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Amity & Woodbridge Historical Society, Inc. 

At the Historic Thomas Darling House 

1907 Litchfield Turnpike 

Woodbridge, CT 06525 

 

www.woodbridgehistory.org 

info@wooodbridgehistory.org 

 

 

Silent porch pillars 
seem to provide  

passers by with an 
example of social 

 distancing, during 
these dark days of 

Coronavirus.  
Heed their lesson.  


