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AMITY & WOODBRIDGE 

HISTORICAL SOCIETY JOURNAL 

Woodbridge in the Time of Cholera in 1832 
 

Not long ago the Amity and Woodbridge Historical Society was given a transcription of letters between two 
young people of Woodbridge that were written between July and September, 1832. The letters were written 
by Martha Burwell Clarke (1808 – 1889), daughter of Elioenai Clarke and Abigail Nettleton and Jonah Sid-
ney Newton (1809 – 1862), son of Jonah Sidney Newton, Sr. and Mary “Polly” Peck. Their portraits hang in 
the Thomas Darling House Museum (See newsletter at www.woodbridgehistory.org/newsletters/December 

2012 and July 2002) 

The letters, written during the time Martha was visiting in 
northwestern Connecticut and Massachusetts, were of a 
“courting” nature, teasing, gossiping, worrying and sharing 
news of family and friends. They are of special historic im-
portance, too, because when they were written in the summer of 
1832 the great pandemic of the early 19th century, Asiatic chol-
era, arrived in the New Haven area. 

One of the first true pandemics, the strain of Cholera that ar-
rived in the U.S. in June, 1832, had been gradually moving 
west along the trade routes from India to Russia and then Eu-
rope, feared and widely reported as it came. The dispatches 
from London and Paris earlier that spring were alarming in 
their detail and the numbers of dead were staggering: 100,000 
in France alone. By July 18, 1832, the date Martha left Wood-
bridge, it had arrived in the U.S. via steamer and was spreading 
to towns along the waterways that were the main conduits of 
trade at that time, including the Hudson River, the Erie Canal, 
and the Eastern seaboard. New York was being decimated. 

Martha had rather suddenly gone to visit family and friends in 
Goshen and the two young people sent messages by a very 

slow post—one letter took 20 days to arrive! The correspondence starts self-consciously, awkwardly on his 
part (“Martha Expect not that I can use the flowery language of many of your…corespondents but in the 
Truly simple stile … of a Newton.”), disarmingly on hers but they were soon chatting easily. [A note that all 
punctuation and spelling are as recorded in the transcript.]  

While writing, they reflected their world. They commented on the roads and travel times. They describe reli-
gious gatherings and other social events, and they trade information about the new meeting house in Wood-
bridge then under construction, today’s First Church of Christ on the green. 

 
Please see Page 4 for an update of the AWHS situation with the Town of Woodbridge. 
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Illness and death are also a recurring subject. The two sympathize and mourn several losses in the local com-
munity. They lament the failure of one mother to recognize that her daughter has consumption (tuberculosis) 
and is gradually failing, but Jonah reports (August 12th) that it is thought “she will not die with the Cholera 
unless it comes here soon.” 

Martha mentions the cholera pandemic in her first letter to Jonah on July 27th, 9 days after leaving Wood-
bridge at 6 in the morning, stopping for an hour to visit in Watertown, arriving in Goshen at 4 in the after-
noon. She shares her excitement visiting with the relatives and relates news of cousins studying in New Ha-
ven: 

“…they will be sent for. And brought home if it gets sickly at New Haven. They are not alarmed, as 
yet. We hear the Cholera is more malignant in New York Uncle Starr gets direct intelligence every 
week twice through medium of the [New York] Evening Post. Printed Mondays and Thursdays.” 

What was the situation in New Haven when Martha left in mid-July? 

Even before the first death in New York was reported (June 28), the New Haven Board of Public Heath start-
ed to work to forestall the disease in its developing port city. It recommended “to the citizens of New Haven 
particular attention to personal cleanliness; and … to examine and remove from their dwellings, shops, cel-
lars and yards all nuisances.” 

Board of Health members travelled to New York on July 7th 
to observe the disease, and quarantine by land and water was 
proposed. To quell public fears and ”excessive emotion” --
considered by some to be contributing factors-- there were 
statements reassuring the public such as that on July 6th 
which emphasized that there were no cases in New Haven 
yet. Other announcements praised the town’s health or noted 
the limited effect of the disease on the main part of the city. 

These things may help explain why the Starr cousins didn’t 
feel they had to flee. Another possibility is that they did not 
feel they were vulnerable because they believed (to quote the 
Columbian Register on 23 June) that “temperance, cleanli-
ness and regularity of regimen, are if not a preventative, bar-
riers which are not easily surmounted by this destroyer”. We 
now know that Vibrio cholerae bacteria are spread through 
sewage and contaminated water, but in 1832 it was common 
to associate it with, among other things, excessive alcohol 
consumption. Indeed, it is thought to be a factor in the rise of 
the temperance movement in the early 19th century. Jonah 
reflected this movement: as part of his reporting on church 
matters he says that in Milford “two hundred…have es-
poused the hand-maid Temperance”, and that in Bethany: 

“…chearing to friends of the cause a Temperance Socoiety 
has been formed and 25 names to begin with. We are making 

the necisary preparations for Town Meeting which is to take place the first Monday in October—Our 
victory is doubtful but we intend to “put to flight the armies of the aliens”  

On August 7th Martha again reflects on information received from the New York City press: 

“It appears from the Cholera reports that the disease is abating in New York, but spreading its reign 
from Shore to Shore - throughout our land, New Haven is peculiarly favored, as yet. I hear the com-
munication of boats and passengers are stop’d, from N York. The Evening post reports 879 deaths & 
interments, during the week ending July 28. My sympathies are quite excited to think what a scene of 
heart rending woe. & grief such a dissolution must produce.” 

The Asiatic Cholera epidemic of 1832 was 
caused by a particularly virulent strain of 

that gastrointestinal disease.  

Its symptoms could be devastating, with 
intense bodily evacuation and dehydra-

tion—people literally turned blue--and the 
mortality rate was high, as high as 50%.  

People could be 
healthy in the morn-
ing but dead within a 
matter of hours, after 

terrible suffering.  

19th century cholera 
epidemics left their 

marks on public 
health, city planning, and other disciplines, 

including literature: for instance, Edgar 
Allen Poe’s short story King Pest (1835).  
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The death toll in New York City was staggering (although the number Martha cites was for all deaths that 
week, not just Asiatic Cholera). As with the Covid-19 epidemic, many people living in New York City who 
had the means to flee the contagion promptly did so. It is estimated that about a third of the city’s population 
left, some to the “suburbs” of Harlem, Bloomingdale or Yorkville (now the Upper West and East Sides), others 
to New Jersey farms or farther. The danger to communities on the receiving end of the exodus is illustrated by 
the first cases in New Haven, a woman and her son who had just come from New York by steamer on July 9th. 

Quarantine regulations in New Haven, previously put in place for the small pox outbreak ten years before, 
were reapplied. According to the regulation, no person who had come from New York City could stay in New 
Haven for more than two hours unless they had already been away from the metropolis for seven days. A fine 
of $100.00 (about $3000 in 2020) would be charged for violation. All vessels and steamboats arriving in New 
Haven from New York City or contiguous waters would be quarantined for fourteen days; alternatively, a 
Health Officer would inspect to see if the disease was present. 

After the disease actually arrived there was argument about a 
proposal to suspend all travel from New York by land or water. 
The steamboat companies themselves suspended operation be-
cause their crews did not want to expose themselves in the city. 

Jonah speaks of the epidemic again in his September 3rd letter: 

“In these Cholera times you may not think strange if I 
speak of it although it is not raging with such deadly fu-
ry in N.H [New Haven] as in most places where it has 
once been introduced There has been one case in Hum-
phreys’Ville [Seymour]an old Mrs Naughtroup died in 
12..hours after the attact Too other cases Mr Dan’l 
White and David Sanford both of these got well Uncle 
Robert says he don’t believe they have had it. It is noth-
ing but one of Stod’s Story’s Although the colera is not 
in Woodbridge yet death is in our land …..” 

It's interesting to have report of a case outside of New Haven 
itself—indeed, outside of the most crowded districts or the 
Almshouse in New Haven, where facilities were shared among 
many people. Death within 12 hours does suggest Asiatic chol-
era, and the others may also have been cases because, like 
Covid-19, many people recovered and even in the same family 
individuals could react very differently when infected.  

On the same day, from Pittsfield, Massachusetts, Martha writes, 

“I heard just before I left Goshen there were new cases 
of Cholera in New Haven and danger of its spreading. If it should be the case I regret to be so far as 
not to be able to hear from my friends and acquaintance at home; sooner than I can as I am now  
situated.” 

She needn’t have worried. By early September the epidemic had subsided enough in New Haven that it was no 
longer featured in the local newspapers. Steamships were again running. The last fatality was on October 12. 
Martha and Jonah arranged to meet in Watertown on September 26th on her way home to Woodbridge. They 
were married the next April and settled in the farmhouse Jonah built on Seymour Road. They had two children, 
Frank and Rollin, who served as First Selectman from 1885-1890. 

Is it remarkable that this subject of global political, scientific and social interest made its way into a lovers’ 
correspondence between two young country neighbors? Perhaps so, because neither one of them came into im-
mediate contact with a person who was affected by it. The fact that they did write about it shows how perva-
sive was the cultural impact of the Cholera Epidemic of 1832.  

Did it claim any Woodbridge lives? We don’t know, and even the presently-inaccessible public records might 
not tell us. However, thanks to these letters we can see how Woodbridge’s residents then, as now with Covid-
19, were aware and anxious like everyone else in town, suburb, and country. 

There are parallels to be drawn between 

the pandemics of 1832 and 2020.  Both 

originated on the other side of the world, 

in the early 19th century spreading more 

slowly along the routes of trade, war, and 

colonization. Prevention and cures were 

predictably different, but there were sim-

ilarities such as the use of quarantine reg-

ulations and the perhaps inevitable pro-

motion of spurious or even harmful reme-

dies. Certain demographic groups suf-

fered greater risk due to living conditions 

and related health issues (in fact, the same 

ones: African-Americans and immigrants, 

in 1832 the Irish). Commercial interests 

influenced public health decisions. News-

papers played an important role in com-

municating with the populace, as media 

outlets do today. And then as now there 

were doctors and other people who gave 

willingly and generously of their time to 

save their patients.  
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AWHS Receives CARES Grant 

Connecticut Humanities (CTH) recently awarded a total of $415,000 in operating support grants to fifty-six (56) or-

ganizations from across the state through its CARES Act Humanities Relief Grants. The CT Humanities CARES Act 

Humanities Relief Grant program is made possible with funding provided by 

the National Endowment for the Humanities through the Coronavirus Aid, Re-

lief, and Economic Security (CARES) Act to preserve jobs and help support 

organizations negatively impacted by the COVID19 pandemic. The Amity and 

Woodbridge Historical Society is very pleased to be among the recipients! 

The National Register-listed Thomas Darling House is a remarkably well-

preserved 18th century home which, unlike many house museums, is still sur-

rounded by significant outbuildings and farmland. Its builder, Thomas Darling, 

was a prominent citizen who maintained relationships with important colonial 

figures like Benjamin Franklin and Roger Sherman, anchoring his story in history. The museum also houses the Dar-

ling family possessions, illustrating life there between 1773 and 1973, and other donations that contribute to an under-

standing of the arts and culture of the area. These include significant local artwork, furniture, textiles, cookware and 

farm equipment. Because of the pandemic, AWHS has had to curtail their fundraising and programming efforts. We 

are grateful to the CTH and the National Endowment for the Humanities for their support during this time.  

 Update with the AWHS and the Town of Woodbridge 

 The AWHS Board is pleased to be working with the Town again, and thankful for a three year ex-
tension to our longtime Agreement to care for the Darling property. This extension was one of the neces-
sary requirements for the State Historic Preservation Office (SHPO) to proceed with funding the Good to 
Great grant we were awarded last fall.  With the town’s authorization we have also recently just sub-
mitted a Survey and Planning grant to SHPO to assess the structures of two of the barns on the Darling 
property, and to identify preservation work they may require. On another positive note, we hope to wel-
come new caretaker tenants in October.  

 Unfortunately, the implementation of an Ad Hoc Advisory Committee threatens all of this progress, 
including the funding of the Good to Great grant.  This new Committee has repeatedly overstepped its Ad-
visory role and challenged the rights of our long-term Agreement with the Town. In particular, the chair 
pushes for immediate actions that may threaten the historical integrity and long-term preservation of the 
Darling site. In addition, some committee members are promoting a vision for the property that is in direct 
conflict with the mission of the AWHS.  

 AWHS serves as both agent and steward for preserving the Darling site now and into the fu-
ture.  We also are committed to honoring Berenice Baldwin’s last wishes for the property when she willed 
to us her possessions and sold the property to the Town as open space.  This site is not only a Woodbridge 
treasure but also a part of the greater public trust of historic places for all state residents. The buildings 
and surrounding land are exceptional in part because of their rare unchanged state. It would be an irrevo-
cable blunder to allow this property to be altered by short-sighted plans of a few committee members that 
don’t have experience or expertise in preservation.  

 We are asking you, our members that support our mission, to let the town know that although you 
appreciate their efforts to work with us again, they must not let the Ad Hoc committee they created tram-
ple on the Society’s rights and responsibilities as outlined in their agreement with us, and that you do not 
want this committee to have control over either short term work or long-term plans for the site.   

We thank you as always for your support.  
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“...History, despite its wrenching pain cannot be unlived, but if faced with 
courage need not be lived again...”  Maya Angelou, On the Pulse of Morning, 

read at the Inauguration of President Clinton, 1993 
 

Since our last newsletter our members will have received many communications from organizations with which 
they are associated—governmental bodies, alumni associations, companies—responding to the call for social 
change in America, making a commitment to combat racism. We join in that effort. 

 
We are playing a significant role by shedding more and more light on “difficult history” or “hard history”, by 
which we mean two things: history that is painful, awkward, embarrassing, even shameful. And history that’s ac-
tually difficult to resurrect because so little evidence of it has been preserved. Buildings made of stone tend to sur-
vive. Mundane buildings made of wood and thatch often leave no more than the imprint of post holes or a square 
on a map. Legal documents tend to survive. Records of people who had no legal standing or were discounted 
(slaves, Indians, women, children) are not so commonly saved and publicly accessible. 
But the challenge is being undertaken with new research, such as the Connecticut Historical Society and Muse-
um’s exhibit (available online) about the many African-American women who fought for suffrage: “The Work 
Must Be Done: Women of Color and the Right to Vote”. It is being met with conscientious engagement in public 
debate, such as the National Trust for Historic Preservation providing informative historical context to its position 
on the removal of some monuments to the Confederacy. It is being met with both new awareness and new tech-
nology like ground-penetrating radar. 
 
What can your own historical society do to broaden our community’s knowledge of the “hard history” of 
Woodbridge? What have we done, and what do we plan to do? 
 
Woodbridge’s African-American and Indian history has already been included in a number of our publications 
and programming--see our website under “Newsletters”, including the issues for Summer, 2015, with the essay 
“Woodbridge Transformations and Confrontations”—but there is much we can do when the pandemic is over 
and we again have access to books and records. 
 
Meanwhile, new initiatives are in the planning stages. Here are two things to watch for: 
Thomas Darling owned slaves and, as we already note in our tours of the house, his papers record their names and 
the details of their emancipation. The papers also reflect his dealings with at least one local freedman from whom 
he bought timber to build his house. Let’s use these facts, expanded upon with information and examples from 
other places, to illustrate the history of slavery and emancipation in colonial and early Republican America. It’s an 
important story, too little known, and Thomas Darling’s history and his house can provide a window onto it for 
people of all ages. Another subject that has received a lot of important attention lately is the history of African-
American soldiers in the Civil War. As we highlighted during local Civil War commemorations in 2012, three 
men from Woodbridge enlisted in the 29th and the 30th “colored” Connecticut infantry regiments. An exhibition at 
the Derby Historical Society recently brought one of its own patriots more fully to life. Perhaps with additional 
research we can do the same. 
 
Do you want to join the effort? 
History isn’t simple and our understanding of it (and, by extension, of where we are now), isn’t static. What could 
be a more interesting challenge! We invite everyone to explore these or other topics and share what you learn.  

Can You Help Solve this Mystery? 

Recently, the Derby Public Library donated a small advertise-

ment, pictured to the right, to the historical society, but none of 

us are aware of any business that existed in Woodbridge named 

Cadillac Coins. If you are familiar or have any information, 

please let us know!  

info@woodbridgehistory.org 
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South School Spruce Up 

Next time you drive down Johnson 

Road in Woodbridge, past the little 

South School, slow down to admire 

the appearance of the split rail fence 

just given a fresh coat of stain by 

AWHS board member Rich Jeynes. A 

dedicated volunteer, Rich has been 

keeping up the grounds for years, 

mowing the grass regularly and trim-

ming brush around the property.  

 Outdoor Open House at the Darling House 
 

The Amity and Woodbridge Historical Society will host its first Open House on Sunday, October 18th 1:30 
to 4, this year . While the interior of the Thomas Darling House remains off-limits to visitors, masked 
AWHS Board members and volunteers have been at work cataloging, filing, and other projects similar to the 
ones many of our members are probably pursuing in their own attics now. 
 
However, we’re anxious to do something for the community during this time, so we’ve planned an Outdoor 
Open House! You’ll be able to examine some of our interesting collections,  walk through the well-
ventilated (aka drafty) Horse Barn with its antique farm implements, see a cider-making demonstration, par-
ticipate in a site tour, and go on a GUIDED HIKE ON THE TRAILS BEHIND THE MUSEUM INCLUD-
ING SOME ON THE CONNECTING WATER COMPANY PROPERTY. There will even be a Story 
Time for children and a tag sale table to find a treasure. Put it on your Calendar! 

Speaking of School Houses…. AWHS has been working 

for some time to find a new home for the remains of the one

-room Lucy Street School (1911). This building was dear to 

generations of Woodbridge students, and when the Town of 

Woodbridge had it taken down, the exterior pieces were saved and stored 

in the cow barn on the Darling property. The school house pieces must be 

removed in order to provide access to the barn which needs a survey of its 

current state and preservation work. Any person or organization interest-

ed in some or all of the school houses pieces should send an email to 

 info@woodbridgehistory.org for more information. At the end of October 

the Town’s plans for its disposable will move forward.  We hope that one 

or more of you can help to salvage these pieces of Woodbridge history.  

mailto:info@woodbridgehistory.org


7 

Bass Viol Returns to the Darling House 

After a literal fall from grace necessitating serious repair, the antique instrument was taken by David Mix of 
Branford who specializes in bass repair and upkeep. That was two years ago. The repair involved numerous 
sequences of piecing and gluing with a lot of curing time in between. As he worked on the bass, David ob-
served many unusual details. Here is his assessment of its design and construction: 

The double bass found at the Thomas Darling House is a wonderful example of Yankee ingenuity. Made out 
of, I suspect, elm and maple, I would estimate it was built anywhere from 1780 to 1850. It's a three string in-
strument, and, while in Europe basses with three strings were being supplanted by four strings as early as 
1810, thanks mostly to Mozart and Beethoven, the news was slow to reach the provinces and, in some back-
waters, you'll still find three string basses today.  

My friend Martha tells me the records indicate this was a church bass. Early New England church basses 
(mostly made by Abraham Prescott in Deerfield, Massachusetts), are small and squat, while this instrument is 
very large, in all dimensions. While restoring this three string bass, it quickly became apparent that whoever 
built it wasn't familiar with traditional styles of lutherie. Thanks to the violin makers in Cremona, (think Ama-
ti, Stradivarius), the proportions for a violin shaped instrument had been standardized by the early Eighteenth 
century, and adopted throughout Europe, but the Woodbridge bass has a very large body with a very long neck 
and flat fingerboard.  

No one who had seen or played a standard proportional bass would have constructed anything like this. The 
more I looked at the bass, the more two dimensional it seemed. The scroll was nearly flat, and the tailpiece 
and the aforementioned fingerboard were flat, and not arched at all. It was evident that someone had a drawing 
of a bass and worked from that. We have copies of pattern books cabinet makers at the time would use to 
make furniture, and if someone made a cabinet maker a drawing of a bass and showed him a violin, what we 
have could very well be the result.  

Whoever made this knew how to bend wood to make the 
sides or bouts. Some of the joinery is very good, like a cabi-
net maker would do. However, the joint holding the neck to 
the body is poorly executed, making me think it wasn't a 
violin maker's work. But the biggest clue it's amateur work 
are the bolts and nuts holding the front and back together. 
Whomever it was couldn't figure how to attach the pieces 
without bolting them together. It's very nice work, but bass-
es are glued, not bolted together. Speaking of hardware, the 
three tuners are wonderful. I've never seen any others like 
them. Hand forged, it seems, by a blacksmith and very New 
England in their lack of ornateness and decoration. Utilitari-
an, but with a style of their own. Finally, the three strings 
are cat gut strings, contemporary to the bass. These days, 
the reply "Catgut" brings disconcerted frowns, but while 
they're called cat gut, no cats or any parts of cats are in-
volved. Sheep intestine is used, as it has for 5000 years.  ~ 
David Mix 
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We thank those of you that have renewed your Memberships. 

Our inability to conduct our most successful fundraisers due to the pandemic and the expenses we have 

incurred with maintenance work on the barns, outbuildings, and caretaker cottage have depleted our 

funding reserves. 

  Your memberships and donations are more important than ever.  

A Membership envelope is included in this newsletter. Thank you! 

Amity & Woodbridge Historical Society, Inc. 

At the Historic Thomas Darling House 

1907 Litchfield Turnpike 

Woodbridge, CT 06525 

 

www.woodbridgehistory.org 

info@wooodbridgehistory.org 

 

 

AWHS hopes to be holding a Holiday Fundraiser, with wreaths and cookies this year, 

 instead of an open house, Stay Tuned 

 

The members of the Amity and Woodbridge Historical Society will host its first Open House on Sunday, 

October 18th 1:30 to 4, this year  and because of the Governor's Executive Orders, we will not be hold-

ing an Annual Meeting in 2020, but we are planning one for May of 2021. 


