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Figure 1: Covered storage basket 
– rectangular – concave cover with 
acute – angled corners – uneven 
widths of wefts and warps – 

alternating red and blue colors on 
vertical wefts – splints of uneven 
widths without black block stamping - 
Schaghticoke attribution – circa 
1850. 
 

Figure 2: Large covered storage basket 
with ear – type handles – square base – 

round dome top with characteristic vertical 
splint only at apex – every wide warp block-
stamped in black with open cross or crescent 
with dental-type edge design at rim on cover - 
vertical wefts swabbed red and blue and 
those inferior to rim swabbed with Spanish 
brown – Paugussett – possibly Molly Hatchett 
– circa 1800 – or other unknown maker, circa 
1830? 
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The Last of the “Woodbridge Indians” and 
 Indian Wood-Splint Baskets at the Thomas Darling House, Woodbridge CT 
 

Marvin S. Arons, M.D. 
Woodbridge Town Historian 

 
 

The circa 1774 Thomas Darling House on the Litchfield Turnpike (Straits Pike) 
was owned and inhabited by the Darling family for 200 years. When Sila 
Berenice Baldwin died in 1973 she willed the contents of the Darling estate to the 
Amity & Woodbridge Historical Society, and among the family possessions 
inventoried at that time was a collection of wood-splint-woven baskets.  
 
These baskets have not received the attention they deserve, both in their own 
right and as introduction to Native American inhabitants and trade activity in 
Woodbridge during the Darlings’ time.  
 
The Darling House Baskets 
 
The 8 baskets in the collection exhibit many characteristics typical of “Indian” 
wood-splint baskets of the 18th and 19th centuries that were made by weaving 
splints or thin strips of flexible ash wood. Ash is a plentiful hard wood with the 
best strength-to-weight ratio, suitable for plaiting or interweaving transverse warp 
splints and vertical weft splints. Each strip was made by pounding part the growth 
rings or layers of soaked ash trunks. Splints were finished for weaving by cutting 
to size and hand splitting the ash into fine ribbons of wood. 
 
The Darling House baskets all appear original, authentic, and unaltered. They 
vary in size and shape, some square to round, some rectangular, some with 
covers and/or handles, a majority with intermittent colored decorations swabbed 
or painted using red, blue, indigo, pink, Spanish brown, and black colors. All are 
well designed and decorated on all sides. Many were finished with black block 
print designs. Indian color selections hinged more on the value of color as related 
to the degree of darkness or lightness. On almost every New England wood-
splint basket, different colors were combined to form light, bright, and dark color 
contrast. Red and blue were the most commonly used colors for decoration of 
baskets West of the Connecticut River. 
 
 
Native Americans of Connecticut 
 
The local Native Americans were part of the Algonquian tribes, the original Indian 
inhabitants of what is now Connecticut who all shared a common Algonquian 
dialect. (At least 45 tribes and sub-tribes have been identified either as part of the 
Algonquian linguistic family or related dialects.) West of the Connecticut River the 
tribes included the Schaghticokes and Paugussett Nation and a sub-clan or 
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group called Wepawaug (Wepouaug) (Fig. 3). The Wepawaugs dwelt at the 
mouth of the Wepawaug River in Milford and on the East bank of the Housatonic 
River. “Wepawaug” means “crossing place” or narrows and perhaps referred to 
the confluent area of the Naugatuck and the Housatonic Rivers in Derby.  
 
 
Paugussett Indians 
 
The Paugussett Nation consisted of four primary 
groups extending north from Long Island Sound 
along the Housatonic and Naugatuck Rivers 
(Fig. 4). The Paugussetts Proper were located in 
Milford, Derby, and present-day Shelton. English 
settlers arrived in Paugussett territory between 
1638 and 1639 after establishing colonies in 
New Haven, Guilford, Milford, Stratford, and 
Fairfield. The Indians were gradually divested of 
their land by the colonists, even including the 
reservations that had been established by the 
General Court in Hartford. This began by a 
combination of petitions and acts of the General 
Assembly in Hartford as early as 1659 (Golden 
Hill in what is now Bridgeport) and again in 1680 (Coram Hill in Shelton and 
Turkey Hill, now in Orange). Misappropriation of Indian lands never ceased. 

 
By the time the Darling baskets were 
made, distinctions between the original 
tribes and sub-tribes had gradually 
disappeared for a variety of reasons 
including disease and depopulation, 
tribal merges, migration, assimilation, 
intermarriage and conversion to 
Christianity, harassment, and alcohol 
addiction. Discouragement often merged 
into despondency which augmented the 
loss of Indian social cohesion. By 1850 
the federal census listed only 400 
Indians in the State.1  
 

                                                           
1
 In the federal census of 2010, 6,885 Connecticut residents defined themselves as Native 

American albeit with multi-tribal, Caucasian, and black heritage. Survivors are now grouped into 
four State-recognized tribes: Eastern Pequot Tribal Nation, Paucatuck Eastern Pequot, 
Schaghticoke Indian Tribe, and Golden Hill Paugussett Indian Nation (in addition to two federally 
recognized tribes). 

 

Fig 4: Locations of some Native American 

groups in Southern New England, 1750-1900 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Fig. 3: Map of the Housatonic drainage  

showing native groups 
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Where and when were the baskets made?  
 
There is much supposition in the tribal origin of such splint baskets, and 
attributing them is further complicated by the fact that many basket-makers were 
known to be itinerant. However, similar baskets may be seen in the collection of 
the Peabody Museum at Harvard and are on display at the Peabody Museum at 
Yale, as well as at the American Indian Archaeological Institute in Washington, 
Connecticut. Textbooks and articles (especially those written by Ann McMullen, 
formerly of the American Indian Archaeological Institute and now Curator and 
Head of Collections, Research and Documentation at the Smithsonian’s National 
Museum of the American Indian) also describe and picture similar baskets. 
 
Lucianne Lavin of the American Indian Archaeological Institute and Timothy 
Chaucer of the Milford Marine Institute each examined one of the Darling House 
baskets and compared the features to baskets in their collections. Based on 
these comparisons, some of the Darling House decorated baskets might be 
attributed to the Paugussett Indians. Specifically, they appear to belong to the 
“school” of Schaghticoke-Paugussett splint-style baskets, probably made 
between 1830-1880, but also could be grouped more generally under the 
category of Eastern Algonquian Southern New England Style Baskets of 
Southwestern New England.  
 
Dating Indian baskets based on style is also difficult. Relative age can be 
suggested by changes in the tools and techniques used to make the baskets. We 
know that over time there was a decline in color decoration and an increase in 
the use of narrow splints. Splint widths also became uniform when basket-
makers began to use gauges. The strength of color remaining on a basket may 
also be an indicator of its age. Plant dyes on the baskets could fade rapidly 
whereas commercial dyes (used on later baskets) remain brighter.  
Competition increased pre-Civil War: Shakers began commercially producing 
baskets in the early 1830’s, and in 1862 a splint basket company was 
established in Columbia, Connecticut.  
 
Based on the same comparators used to suggest their origins, we can guess that 
the Darling House baskets were made between 1830 and 1880. The fact that 
they all have splints of unequal widths suggests an older technique and perhaps 
an earlier date. 
 
Who made the Darlings’ baskets? 
 
It is also impossible to know who made the Darling House baskets, as Indian 
baskets were never signed or documented by a sales record. Even Molly 
Hatchett (1738-1829), a famous basket-maker who lived and worked on the 
Turkey Hill Reservation in Derby and who is listed in multiple books and museum 
collections, left no signatures, labels, or documentary evidence. From general 
circumstances we can guess that the Darling House baskets were made by 
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Indian women. Only a very few men were recorded as weavers of baskets. In all 
North American tribes, fabricating baskets was a gender-related, traditional and 
indigenous craft with a learning curve through sewing and fabric weaving 
followed by arduous work with multiple stages required to produce a basket with 
both technical proficiency and artistic taste. In all illustrations in basketry books, it 
is women who are pictured making splint baskets.  
 
Splint basket work became a major income source after Indians lost their lands 
and poverty ensued. This was the livelihood of most Indian women, who then 
peddled their wares, usually on the outskirts of neighboring towns. It was a cash 
or barter business: the cost of the baskets is not recorded.  
 
Could any of the Darling baskets be by Molly Hatchett? Because of her renown, 
many museums have attributed the best of their Paugussett splint baskets to 
Molly. Baskets are attributed to her based only on characteristic adaptations of 
style, and one of the Darlings’ baskets (Fig. 2) shows the same exceptional 
quality and individual features. 
 
 
Were there Indian residents of Woodbridge in the 19th century, and could 
they have been the basket-makers?  
 
The Golden Hill Paugussett Indians 
 
By 1802, the community of Golden Hill Indians (Paugussetts) was reduced to one 
extended family – the Shermans. They had become landless and essentially, 
through intimidation, were forced to sell their two small reservations in Stratford 
(now Bridgeport, incorporated 1821 from Stratford and Fairfield). Nevertheless, 
Connecticut still recognized them as a tribe. By 1808, only fourteen of these 
Indians could be enumerated and in the census of 1823 only nine members of 
the Sherman Family remained. 
 
When the land was sold in 1802, the proceeds were processed through an 
appointed overseer for support of the tribe, which then numbered twenty people. 
One family member, Eunice Sherman (who at some point married a man named 
either Mack or Mansfield), received permission to segregate a portion of the 
money to purchase for herself and her children a piece of property in what was 
then Derby adjacent to the Woodbridge border.2  

                                                           
2
 While records of individual Native Americans are rare, some vital statistics of the Sherman 

family have survived in the records of the Woodbridge and Orange Congregational Churches. 
Eunice’s sister Sarah Sherman married Benjamin Roberts, an African-American, most likely a 
free-man although slavery was not abolished in Connecticut until 1848. They lived in Orange, and 
their son married Abigail Hatchet, a Paugusset woman originally from Deerfield Reservation. 
The records of the Woodbridge Congregational Church note the baptism of “Widow Eunice 
Mansfield, a Squaw” on July 18, 1802, and on December 2 of her daughter, Pamela, and her son, 
Gerard Mathews. According to the death records, on “May 20, 1841 Eunice Mack (Indian 
Woman) not residing in this town Found dead. A member of this church” 
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The Connecticut General Assembly then appointed a separate overseer, Samuel 
Osbourne, to supervise her accounts. She and her family settled on the property, 
the “Deerfield Reservation” (Fig. 5) on the 
border between Woodbridge and Ansonia 
(incorporated 1893). This “Reservation” is 
not mentioned in any State archives or 
publications. To the East is Osbourne Lane, 
most likely named after the above-
mentioned Samuel Osbourne. Now adjacent 
in the forest is the Ansonia Nature Center, 
located on Deerfield Lane. South of this tiny 
settlement was David’s Meadow, said to be 
owned by other Paugussett Indians.  
 
 
The Deerfield Reservation and the Mack 
Family 
 
What we know about the Deerfield Reservation and the Mack Family comes from 
a number of 19th and 20th century narratives by authors as well as quotes by 
historians from other primary sources. They are descriptive and evocative, but 
must be interpreted rather than taken at face value. One reason is that the details 
are conflicting. Another is that they are colored by contemporary attitudes about 
Native Americans which --when not being sentimental about how they were 
“flickering out of existence like the wick of a burnt-out candle” [DeForest]-- 
dismissed their condition not as a logical consequence of the loss of identity and 
land, to cultural degradation, humiliation, isolation, unequal rights, and traumatic 
stress, but to indigence and a propensity to alcoholism. 

 
Among these sources, the most interesting and informative may be the first, 
written in 1852 when the last of the Macks was still alive, and the most recent 
(2003), which summarizes what scholars know of the “Woodbridge Indians.” 
 
 
DeForest, John W., History of the Indians of Connecticut from the Earliest Known Period to 1850:. 
W.J. Hamersley, Hartford, CT, 1852 (p. 356-357).  

 
As the Golden Hill Indians made little or no use of their land, and as their guardians were repeatedly obliged 
to advance them money for taxes and other expenses, the whole reservation was, forty or fifty years since, 
exposed for sale. The sum which it brought was very considerable, and was put out at interest for the 
benefit of the owners. In 1842, it amounted to eleven hundred and seventy-five dollars. At that time, five 
hundred dollars were expended in purchasing a small house and twenty acres of land in the township of 
Trumbull. 
 
The tribe now numbers two squaws, who live in an irregular connection with Negroes, and six half breed 
children, all of whom are grown up but one. They are intemperate, but have been of about the same number 

Fig 5: See “Deerfield Reservation” location 
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for many years. Their family name is Sherman. There is another family, called the Pan Tribe, who wander 
about in this part of the country and seem to have no land. They number three adults and one boy and 
resemble the Shermans in their character and habits. Such is the present state of the Paugussetts; flickering 
out of existence like the wick of a burnt-out candle. 
 
The Woodbridge Indians, known as the Mack Family, were from the Paugussetts, and moved many years 
ago to their rocky and thorny patch of territory in that township. Some were carried off by the small pox, and 
for ten or twelve years back none have remained, except one man and two women. One of the women, Old 
Eunice, as she was commonly called, died a number of years since. Her two children, Jim and Ruby, I have 
often seen coming into my native village, to sell parti-colored baskets and purchase provisions, the greater 
part, if not the whole, of which was usually rum…. At present, I believe they are all in their graves, at least it 
is years since I have seen them or heard any one speak of them.  

 
 

Orcutt, Samuel, The Indians of the Housatonic and Naugatuck Valleys, Case, Lockwood & Brainard Co., 
Hartford, CT, 1882.  (p. 67-68). 

 
The Mack Family: 
 
The last remnants of the Indians at Chusetown were the members of the Mack Family who, in their last 
days, dwelt in the borders of Bethany just out of the town of Derby. The selectmen of that town, fearing that 
these Indians would become paupers, purchased a small tract of land in Deerfield within the limits of Derby 
placed them upon it and assisted them in building some huts, in which they dwelt while securing a living by 
hunting and making baskets. James and Eunice Mack lived by themselves near the turnpike that leads from 
Seymour to New Haven and Jerry Mack and four other Indian men, two squaws and three children, dwelt 
over the hill south of James Mack’s about eighty rods. For a long time the place was called the Indian 
settlement. 
 
In 1833, a squaw from Milford became the guest of James, was taken ill and at once removed back to 
Milford where she died of small pox. Soon after these nine Indians became ill with the same disease and all 
died, but the three children being vaccinated by Dr. Kendall, and removed, were saved from the terrible 
scourge. The Indians were buried in the garden near their huts by Samuel Bassett and others who had had 
the small pox. Great fear prevailed as to the disease and to secure the community the selectmen ordered 
the huts to be burned in the night, by which the pestilence was exterminated. 

 
 
 

Woodbridge Civic Association, The Woodbridge Hills: Woodbridge, CT, 1911, (p. 12). 
 

 
The Woodbridge Indians: 
 
The “Mack Family” lived in the western part of the town, on the so-called “Deerfield Reservation”. They were 
a remnant of the Paugussett or Wepawaug tribe. Three of them lived till towards the middle of the last 
century supporting themselves by basket-making. There is a tradition that they sometimes attended church, 
and sat in the pew reserved for colored people. Many families still treasure baskets made by them.  
 

Hill, Everett, G., A Modern History of New Haven and Eastern New Haven County, Volume I: S.J. 
Clarke Publishing Co., Chicago, 1918, p. 408. 
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Aside from its hills, Woodbridge has many picturesque and interesting spots. To such a paradise of nature 
naturally the Indians clung long after they had disappeared in most other parts of the state. They were not 
the warlike Pequots nor subjects of the Momauguin, but an unincorporated remnant of the Paugussett or 
Wepawaug tribe. They settled by themselves at a northern part of the town called “Deerfield Reservation,” 
now not clearly located. They lived by crude farming and making baskets and remnants of them were found 
in their district as late as the middle of the last century. 
 
 

Molloy, Leo T., Tercentenary pictorial and history of the lower Naugatuck Valley on the occasion of the 300th 
anniversary of the settlement of Connecticut. Containing a history of Derby, Ansonia, Shelton, and Seymour. 
A chronicle of the progress and achievement of the several cities and towns. Press of the Emerson Bros., 
Ansonia CT, 1935 , also quoted in Martin. 

 
Bethany became a town in 1832. Soon afterwards Reuben and Judd and Andrew Beecher, the newly 
elected selectmen, found that there were a number of Indians living within limits of the town, survivors of its 
former Aboriginal population, known as the “Macks”. Fearing the town would be under considerable 
expense for their support, the Bethany selectmen purchased a small tract of land in Deerfield, Derby (now 
Ansonia), helped their charges to build some huts, and cleared their hands of them. These Indians (twelve 
in number – six men, three squaws and three children), supported themselves by hunting, fishing and 
basket making. The following year (1833) small pox attacked the little settlement and all died except three, a 
woman named Eunice and two children, Jim and Ruby, who were caught in the woods by Dr. Joshua 
Kendall of Humphreysville and vaccinated. The huts were burned down after the dead Indians had been 
buried by Samuel Bassett and Ansonia’s “Indian settlement” was left a mass of ashes. 

 
 
Martin, A. Acting Assistant Secretary – Bureau of Indian Affairs, Department of the Interior, January 21, 
2003, Golden Hill Paugussett: Proposed Finding – Description and Analysis of the Evidence, Washington, 
D.C (pp. 31-40 ). 

 
The Mack Family Settlement: 
 
In the early 1830s, small pox virtually wiped out the small settlement in Woodbridge where Eunice Sherman 
Mack and her family had established themselves. The historical accounts of the Mack settlement are 
conflicting. One account purports that the selectmen of the town of Bethany (Incorporated in 1832), 
purchased a tract of land in what was then the town of Derby for a group of Indians called the “Macks” in 
1832 (Molloy 1935, 394). However, Samuel Osbourne had purchased land for Eunice Mack in Woodbridge 
in 1802, a full 30 years prior to this reported “Bethany purchase,” and no record or deed explaining the sale 
or transfer of that land has been submitted. Accounts of the Macks generated after 1832, do show them 
living and owning property in Derby rather than Woodbridge. 
 
In 1833, small pox was reported to have killed at least nine (unidentified) people in the household, of which 
Eunice Mack, her son James, and her daughter (or possibly a daughter-in-law) Ruby are known to have 
survived. Eunice Mack was recorded in the 1840 census in Derby with two other free people of color, one 
male and one female, both between the ages of 36 and 55; her death was recorded in 1841, in Woodbridge, 
in the same church where Eunice (then identified by her surname Mansfield) and two of her children were 
baptized in 1802. There is no further mention of Ruby Mack in conjunction with James Mack, but four years 
after the death of Eunice Mack, Samuel French was authorized by the General Assembly to sell the lands of 
“a certain pauper - an Indian, named James Mack - the owner of certain lands and other real estate in said 
town of Derby” (Petitioner 6/17/1994, Tab. 15). In 1849, a woman named Ruby Mack died in Derby, and she 
may have been a daughter of Eunice Mack. In 1850, James Mack, described as a 50 year old Black male 
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born in Connecticut, was recorded in the New Haven County Poor House (U.S. Bureau of the Census 
1850b). There is no other information regarding James Mack after 1850, or any other descendants of 
Eunice Sherman Mack/Mansfield. 

 
 
The Remains of the Deerfield Reservation 
 
Within this historical source material lies the conflicting history and the demise of 
the “Woodbridge Indians,” the “Mack Family settlement,” the “Deerfield 
Reservation,” the so-called “Wepawaug Indians,” really all just descriptive terms. 
Their burial ground (Fig. 6, back cover) exists on Deerfield Reservation land. It is 
posted with a State of Connecticut brown and beige sign indicating State 
ownership. The entrance to the cemetery is marked by low twin stone pillars, 
which are surmounted by square stone caps. One is inscribed with the words 
“Paugussett Indians,” and the other with “Last Settlement” (Figs. 7-8). The 
periphery of the burial site is demarcated by fieldstones. According to 
Woodbridge resident Edee Lockyer, who visited the cemetery as a child in the 
1940s, the graves were then mounded up and covered with rocks. Sadly, the 
graves were repeatedly disturbed over many years. Today, there are no 
gravestones or burial mounds; rather, the grave sites are sunken. The stone 
marked pillars were erected in the mid 1920’s by the Daughters of the American 
Revolution of Derby, Connecticut. 
 
  

  

Fig. 7 Fig. 8 
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Conclusion 
 
As with all Indian baskets, the Darling House collection is something of a 
mystery. They appear to be Paugussett style wood-splint baskets of the first half 
of the 19th century and members of the Mack family of Deerfield Reservation 
were said to be basket makers, so it is possible that local Indians made and sold 
them to the Darlings. However, there is no archival information about them to tell 
us how and when they came to be in the house or why they were purchased. 
While one of the baskets has traditionally hung in the kitchen and held drying 
herbs and others are large enough to have many household uses, we do not 
know if all of the baskets were collected for practical or ornamental purposes.  
 
What we can say for certain is that the Darling family baskets are not just 
handsome objects, interesting and important as craftwork and as evidence of the 
lives of Native Americans of the period. Because they survived for more than a 
hundred years as part of the folk art in the eclectic furnishings of the Darling 
House, they illuminate for us how useful and valued these “Indian” baskets were 
to the family members who bought them, inherited them, lived with them for 
many generations, and have now bequeathed them for us to appreciate. 
 
 
 

  

The Historic Thomas Darling House ~ home of the Amity and Woodbridge Historical Society 

1907 Litchfield Turnpike Woodbridge, CT 06525 

www.woodbridgehistory.org 
 

http://www.woodbridgehistory.org/
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Illustrations: 
 
Cover: The Basket Seller, c. 1850; Cornelius Krieghoff (Canadian, 1815 -1872) 
oil on board, collection of the Art Gallery of Ontario, Gift from the Fund of the T. 
Eaton Co. Ltd. For Canadian Works of Art, 1951 Image © Art Gallery of Ontario 
 
Figure 1: Covered storage basket – rectangular – concave cover with acute – 

angled corners – uneven widths of wefts and warps – alternating red and blue 
colors on vertical wefts – splints of uneven widths without black block stamping -.  
Schaghticoke attribution – circa 1850. 
 
Figure 2: Large covered storage basket with ear – type handles – square base – 

round dome top with characteristic vertical splint only at apex – every wide warp 
block-stamped in black with open cross or crescent with dental-type edge 
design.at rim on cover - vertical wefts swabbed red and blue and those inferior to 
rim swabbed with Spanish brown – Paugussett – possibly Molly Hatchett – circa 
1800 – or other unknown maker, circa 1830?. 
 
Figure 3: Map of the Housatonic drainage area showing native tribes and sub-
groups (McMullen and Handsman, p. 128, Fig. 50, detail). 
 
Figure 4: Locations of some Native American groups 1750-1900, (McMullen and 
Handsman, p. 76, Figure 36, detail). 
 
Figure 5: Town of Woodbridge map detail – compiled by E.B. Underwood from 
an old map of 1868 showing location of “Deerfield Reservation.” On display at the 
Woodbridge Town Hall. 
 

Figure 6: Entrance to cemetery on Deerfield Reservation (photo – 2015, back 
cover).  
 
Figure 7: Low thin stone pillars at the entrance to the Deerfield cemetery. 
 
Figure 8: Low thin stone pillars at the entrance to the Deerfield cemetery. 
 
Figure 9:  Three baskets from the collection of the Amity and Woodbridge 
Historical Society. 
 
Figure 10: Small covered storage basket - early Paugussett? - circa 1830 – rims 
reinforced with carved hickory hoops – tapering style to constricted neck with 
square base – uneven widths of transverse splints and of vertical splints with 
faded blue swabbing – characteristic cover design. 
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Figure 9: Three baskets from the 
collection of the Amity and Woodbridge 
Historical Society. The Darling House 
baskets range in size from a diminutive 
5” long x 2 1/2” wide x 2 1/4 “ tall (with 5” 
tall stepped back) to 18” long x 10 1/2” 
wide x 12” tall. 

Figure 10: Small covered storage 
basket - early Paugussett? - circa 1830 
– rims reinforced with carved hickory 
hoops – tapering style to constricted 
neck with square base – uneven 
widths of transverse splints and of 
vertical splints with faded blue 
swabbing – characteristic cover design 
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Fig. 6: Entrance to cemetery on Deerfield Reservation (photo – 2015) 

Published by the Amity and Woodbridge Historical Society 

1907 Litchfield Turnpike Woodbridge, CT 06525 

www.woodbridgehistory.org 
 

 

Printed by Joyce Printers, Inc.  

16 Research Drive  

Woodbridge, CT 06525 

http://www.woodbridgehistory.org/

