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A vestige is a trace or mark of something that once existed but has passed away or disappeared. An example 

would be the almost universal use of candles for lighting (eighteenth century), replaced in the nineteenth cen-

tury by whale oil and then gas lamps, replaced in the twentieth century by Edison’s electric light bulbs.  
 

In 1900 the population of Woodbridge was approximately one thousand. In 1950 it was still just a little over 

two thousand. Thus, up to seventy years ago there were many open fields and lots in Woodbridge. As our 

population has now increased to almost 10,000, the number of open lots has, of course, decreased. The re-

maining open acreage which had formerly been pasture land or crop growing soil, if not improved by con-

stant care, began to return to the wild with bushes and small trees rapidly obscuring their former openness. 

Thus the practice of many Woodbridge, indeed Connecticut, residents was to burn these fields once a year 

even it they were no longer being actively used for farming. The practice of burning open fields now is a ves-

tige, like the candle, pretty much passed away. Incidentally, this is not only because of the almost non-

existence of open fields but also because of the increased strictness of the rules regarding the practice of open 

burning adopted by the town in 1972.  
 

If historically inquisitive, one might ask 1: when, at what time of the year, that former farm land (pasture or 

crop acreage) was burned off and 2: how this was done. Most open acreage was burned in the late winter or 

early spring when there was no snow on the ground and the grasses and leaves had long since become yel-

lowed and died (late February - early March) and, before new growth was beginning.  
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There was a particular process that had to be followed by anyone intending to burn a field.  

1. Call the Woodbridge Fire Marshall for a permit for a particular day. The Fire Marshall would check the 

weather reports for the wind predictions on that day before issuing a permit.  

2. Assemble the necessary apparatus for the procedure. This included Indian tanks, pails, rakes and, water 

soaked large rags.  

3.  Assemble the number of people necessary to safely burn the field.  

 

The weather, of course, was the critical factor. Besides Woodbridge residents requesting permits, the Wood-

bridge Fire Department would, in the 1940’s, ’50’s, and ’60’s, provide a service and help residents by burn-

ing off their acreage. Often the elderly or women who owned property but could not, for some reason, take 

the necessary care of their fields, would make requests to the 

Fire Department for help. 

Charles Whiting was in charge of these requests to the Wood-

bridge Fire Department in the 1950’s and ’60’s. He would as-

semble a group of fire department members and the apparatus 

necessary to fulfill these requests. During a recent conversation 

with him about this work, he emphasized that the proper weath-

er conditions was absolutely paramount to a safe and successful 

burn.  

Mr. Whiting related some of the locations of their work. One was on Ansonia Road including the old Din-

nimin Farm property on the flat plain at the top of the hill. This, as many others, was later surveyed, divided 

and sold for residential homes.  

Many residents made requests to the Fire Marshall for permits during that era. There simply was more open 

land not particularly used for farming in those days . It was the threat of grass fires in these areas that caused 

concern for our fire department. Again the key was to not let any burn have the chance to get out of control. 

Some long timers in the Woodbridge Fire De-

partment, members who promoted fire safety at 

that time, included Mac Baldwin, Ed Fellows, 

Bobby Dunn, and George Knowlton.  

The Woodbridge Fire Marshall during the 

1940’s and ’50’s was John Brennan. He often 

knew those who made requests for permits. My 

dad was one who, for twenty-five years he 

burned a small lot of about 1/2 acre at the Northwest corner of Racebrook and Ansonia Roads (Buttonball 

Corner). The property was owned by elderly residents, Egbert and Adella Stuart. Armed with his permit, the 

proper equipment, and his two sons, he would start by “back burning” (burning a strip to stop a fire from 

spreading). He would start at one corner and burn a strip about 5 feet wide down the two sides. He would 

burn about 35 linear feet at a time with the helpers carefully watching it. Once the strip was completed, he 

would continue by burning in small ovals or patches again starting at the corner inside the back burn . With 

not much wind, and doing the job properly (carefully), it might take two hours to complete the burn of this 

1/2 acre lot.  

Another property this writer helped burn off was a 3 acre lot owned by Clifford Miller at the corner of Fox 

Hill Road and Hickory Lane. It had more brush than the previously mentioned lot. Thus it was more danger-

ous. However, this particular lot was protected on all four sides by two roads and two stone walls. Mr Miller 

was able to extend  a hose from his house for about half the lot. But even the presence of the hose did not 

eliminate the need for constant alertness and extra water in pails and rags.  

George Knowlton Mac Baldwin Ed Fellows 
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At the “Fox Hill and Hickory” site there were humorous moments. Sometimes we would throw old brush and 

dead limbs into a crude pile and burn this pile alone. But the pile would take longer to burn and thus heat the 

ground. When the ground got sufficiently hot, it caused the Black Snakes to abandon their winter lairs and try 

to escape. Up they would squirm trying to avoid the fire. We, of course, had to be very observant for these oc-

casions. For, while Mr Miller would grab and pick them up, even name them, this writer was not so brave.  

This “work” would be invigorating on Sunday afternoons in the chilly 40 degree weather of late February or 

early March. It was ‘pre-Spring’ - a sign of good things to come. Like a good shepherd, the fire assistant was 

constantly alert and on watch. He might use a soaked rag here and a shovel or rake there. A neighbor might 

appear with hot chocolate for the young or coffee for the adults. The burn was finally completed - the job safe-

ly done for another year. The elderly were now able to plant a small garden already fertilized by the ash on the 

area burned. There was no contract written; it was doing a good turn for friends. This vestige existed fifty, six-

ty, and seventy years ago and was a common practice. Some older Woodbridgites contend that 

“neighborlyness” has declined in recent years. Perhaps the loss of this vestige has accelerated the decline of 

neighborly friendship. Richard Jeynes - lifetime resident of Woodbridge    

Notes From the AWHS President ~ Alexia Belperron 

“Our Mission…” 

The mission of the Amity and Woodbridge Historical Society is to preserve and promote the history of Wood-
bridge and Amity Parish. We support this mission through maintaining our museum and collections, creating 
engaging programs for all ages, and promoting the preservation of historic buildings and sites. 

I wanted to take this opportunity to share our mission statement again and also to let you know how we are 
continuing to fulfill our mission. As you know we are in year 3 of our “Envelope Project” which involves lead 
remediation and painting, window restoration and roof replacement. This project has been funded by generous 
donors, the town, and also grants from the 1772 Foundation. Unfortunately this year budgets are tight every-
where, so we will not have new funding from the town or receive a grant, but with money saved from the roof 
project last year and generous donations from our members and board of directors we have reached our 
$20,000 goal needed to complete the north side of the main house as well as the kitchen ell (caretaker’s apart-
ment)! The work should begin this fall. 

In addition to the Darling House, the Society works hard to preserve other historic buildings and sites in town, 
and we are happy to announce that 3 houses that the Society has been trying to preserve for more than a dec-
ade will finally have the chance to be saved! Over the past year we have worked with the RWA to save 3 of 
the houses that it owns in Woodbridge (the RWA itself is using the fourth house that it owns) and that goal 
and dream is about to become a reality. Stay tuned for our fall newsletter, which we will devote to the RWA 
houses. 

Finally, as many of you know, last year the society funded the restoration of the cooking fireplace chimney 
allowing us to greatly expand our hearth cooking activities (which we hope you have all had the opportunity to 
enjoy). One portion of the cooking fireplace however, is still in need of restoration. The beehive-baking oven 
was destroyed in the 20th century in order to make room for the furnace flue. The chimney restoration relocat-
ed the flue, making room again for the oven, but we did not have the funds to also restore the oven at that 
time. We are looking to you, our generous members and donors, to make our dream of baking in the beehive 
oven once again a reality. The estimate to restore the beehive oven is $2,000. I hope you will consider making 
a donation to the beehive oven fund, and maybe at our next hearth-cooking event we will be baking bread in 
the beehive! 

I hope you have a wonderful summer and I look forwarding to seeing you at our “cold hearth” open house on 
July 16 where we will be making ice cream. Thank you, Alexia Belperron, President 
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Amity & Woodbridge Historical Society, Inc. 

At the Historic Thomas Darling House 

1907 Litchfield Turnpike 

Woodbridge, CT 06525 

 

www.woodbridgehistory.org 

Check This Out! 

Ice Cream Social — Sunday, July 16th, 2017 - 2 to 4 PM at the Darling House, 1907 Li-
tchfield Turnpike, Woodbridge CT—Free and open to the public. We will be making home-
made ice cream to taste. Tours of the house included.  

WANTED: OLD TOOLS   The Historical Society has a collection of farm implements and 
assorted antique tools on display in the horse barn at the Darling House. Items range from 
plows, harness hardware, scythes and sickles to the cider making machinery still used when 
third graders visit the property. We are interested in adding to our collection equipment that 
illustrates the town’s agricultural past. Other tools are worth saving because of their rarity or 
their association with a notable Woodbridge family or small, local industry. So, when you 
are doing spring cleaning or reorganizing your garage, basement or attic, please think of the 
Historical Society. You can Contact us at info@woodbridgehistory.org to see if your item is 
a good fit for us. Thank you.  

Send in Your Tree Nominations for our Notable Tree Project You can get more infor-
mation and a nomination form at www.woodbridgehistory.org 

 


