
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 

The following monograph by Dr. Arons is much more than a casual overview of the 
development of the local "historical society" (in modern parlance: history organization).  It is 
an insightful and straightforward assessment of how and why these organizations were 
formed, and should cause us to perhaps re-examine our mission statements as we seek to re-
establish our relevance in the towns and regions in which we serve. Please feel free to send 
comments to us through our website: www.woodbridgehistory.org ~ Don Menzies, President 

 

 

The Amity and Woodbridge Historical Society was founded in 1936 as a private organization by citizens wishing to 
preserve local history through the acquisition of artifacts and collecting oral histories.  Then, in 1973, the Thomas 
Darling House was sold to the Town of Woodbridge, Connecticut and became the headquarters and centerpiece of 
the Society to whom the contents were bequeathed.  Now, it is open to public membership.  The mission was to 
preserve the past through artifacts and archives, present a spirit of community, and teach the past to future 
generations.  

This history is typical of how historical societies evolved in almost every city and town in Connecticut.  The original 
focus was on an historic structure, usually a home, sometimes a workshop, and even a lighthouse. 

The usual mission statement mentions the past relating to what is termed collective memory of the meaning and 
significance of events, both recent and past.  Listed here are abstracted preambles of several historical societies in 
our State:  

1) Duty of current generation to preserve and protect the reality and flavor of the community, as well as 
preserving artifacts and documents relating to the Town. 

2) Provide appreciation of the history of the Town, its people, places, and events. 
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3) Preserving the past to enrich the future. 

4) Discovering and preserving whatever pertains to the Town, promoting research with public access, 
educating the community through programs, displays, and publications. 

5) Preserving history and culture to inspire people through education. 

6) Preserving history, acquiring artifacts disseminating knowledge of the Town. 

7) Promoting spirit of local community in a changing world and changing demography.  

Now, almost all 169 towns and cities in Connecticut maintain individual web sites which in turn have spawned 
listings of history organizations such as:    

1) Connecticut League of Historical Societies   

2) Directory of Historical Societies in Connecticut   

3) Hereditary Societies of Connecticut 

4) Connecticut Museum Quest  

The 1876 Centennial Exposition in Philadelphia is considered the major impetus for the Colonial Revival.  This was 
a pervasive cultural movement glorifying our nation’s colonial heritage and a major influence on American art, 
architecture, and decorative arts.  Beyond a style that extended from the 19th Century into the 20th Century, scholars 
consider the Colonial Revival as a physical and psychological manifestation of the past and present, nostalgic 
yearning for the past, and a seductive promise for the future; a continuing dialogue between tradition and progress.  
Eighty-five years before this political and cultural celebration, the Massachusetts Historical Society was founded 
(1791) as a private gentlemen’s group to gather and protect the basic sources of American history, to become a 
repository of artifacts, and to collect, preserve, publish, and disseminate resources for the study of American 
history.  The New York Historical Society organized in 1804 as a private group of men dedicated to presenting 
exhibitions and public programs and fostering research to recall the dynamism of local and American history.  The 
American Antiquarian Society was formed in 1812 as a national research library for American history, lectures, 
culture, collections, and publications.  In Hartford, Connecticut in 1825, the Connecticut Historical Society was 
formed by a private group of male gentry, mainly to collect Connecticut relics.  With the advent of these societies, 
so-called communicative memory was evoked.  This type of memory is shared and conveyed within a specialized 
social group defined by common memories of personal interests through the means of verbal communication over 
a recent time-line.    

One writer expressed the view that this Colonial Revival not only was a cultural phenomena, but more accurately 
should be perceived as a "colonial survival."  Another historian wrote that the American past was worthy of study 
and inspection and with increased immigration, labor unrest, and growth of industrial cities, America looked back to 
what they perceived as a simpler life based on traditional values with nostalgia and idealization.  A darker side of the 
history of the Colonial Revival was the No-Nothing political party which had gained strength in New England 
elections in 1856.  It was a party composed of middle class professionals, artisans, and laboring men, with its appeal 
based on their hostility to immigrants, non-Protestants, and non-Caucasian people.  A recent expert described this 
period in our history as the "colonial craze" characterized by economic uncertainty and anxiety.  Americans were 
still struggling with the trauma of the Civil War even after 1865 and were searching for the past for some sense of 
reassurance, validation, and stability.    

After the 1876 Exposition, a new chapter in the Colonial Revival developed with a formation burst of ancient 
societies.  In part, this ancestral exclusivity was also stimulated by so-called cultural memory defined as memory 
shared and conveyed from the past, but with only some members of a community endowed with the legitimacy to 
influence the content of this cultural memory.  These organizations were strictly hereditary; and as it relates to 
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Colonial Connecticut, the great majority of members were of Anglo-Saxon origin.  As the following list 
demonstrates, the majority of original ancestral societies were established soon after 1876.  

1783  Society of the Cincinnati in the State of Connecticut (descendants of officers of George Washington 
and the Continental Army) - (exclusivity was established early).  

1889 Connecticut Society of the Sons of the Revolution (S.A.R.) (lineal descendants of patriots who 
supported the War of Independence during the years 1774-1773).  

1891 National Society of Colonial Dames of America (ancestors must have emigrated prior to 1750) -
(Connecticut Chapter - 1915).  

1892 Connecticut Society of the Daughters of the American Revolution (D.A.R.) (ancestors who helped 
achieve American independence).  

1893 Society of Colonial Wars in State of Connecticut (ancestors in civil or military positions who assisted in 
the establishment, defense, and creation of the American Colonies).    

1895 Connecticut Society of the Children of the American Revolution (under age 21 and descendants from 
male or female Patriot in any American Colony).    

1896 Society of Mayflower Descendants in the State of Connecticut (no overlap with other societies here - 
the ultimate exclusivity).  

1896 Connecticut Society of the Order of the Founders and Patriots of America (age 18 or more and a lineal 
descendant of an ancestor who settled in any of the 13 colonies prior to 1657 and who were also Patriots 
during the American Revolution, 1775-1780).    

1898 Connecticut Society Daughters of Founders and Patriots of America (lineal descendant of an ancestor 
who arrived in any one of the colonies between 1607-1686 and additionally, aided in the establishment of 
American independence). 

1921 Connecticut Society of the Daughters of the American Colonists (must be at least 18 years old and a 
lineal descendant of an ancestor who rendered civil or military service in any Colony prior to July 4, 1776) - 
(this list becomes one of replication with overlapping and interchangeability except for the fact that 
requirements were becoming more stringent each time for the ancestors themselves).  

1976 Society of the Descendants of Washington’s Army at Valley Forge (most specific).    

1985 National Society Sons of Colonial New England (must be male descendant of an ancestor living in 
New England between 1620-1776) - (serving in the Continental Army during the Revolution would not 
allow the lineal descendant admission).  

1995 Founders of the New Haven Colony (lineal descendants of Free Planters who assisted in the 
Fundamental Agreement of the New Haven Colony as of June 4, 1639).  

2002 Order of Descendants of Pirates and Privateers (over age 21, male or female, ancestor must have been 
on a pirate ship of any nation helping the American Colonies or Nation, or a privateer, a coastal raider, and 
ship owners during the period of 1609-1865).   
  

Little wonder that the vast majority of the expanding New England population would be barred from these 
organizations, not being fortunate enough to arrive between 1607-1783.  These immigrants were obviously neither 
on the Mayflower nor at Valley Forge or Yorktown.  In 1790, the population of the United States was 
approximately 3,900,000.  One hundred years later, in 1890, the population had increased to approximately 
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62,900,000 (by 1920, the census rose to approximately 123,200,000).  Between 1870-1900, the population of the 
United States increased by approximately 37,600,000.  This was at the time when the Colonial Revival period was 
commencing with an anti-immigration agenda and with the subsequent establishment of the ancestral societies.  
One scholar defined the Colonial Revival as a cultural manifestation of white Anglo-Saxon Protestant "ethic of 
control."  Connecticut was represented at the 1876 Philadelphia Centennial by building a house there and continued 
this tradition of constructing reproduction houses in a Georgian or neoclassical style.  These became the 
headquarters for the Connecticut contingent at all the subsequent Expositions.  There followed the World’s 
Columbia Exposition in 1893 in Chicago; then, the Louisiana Purchase Exposition in St. Louis in 1904; and finally, 
Connecticut built another reproduction house for the Jamestown Exposition in 1907.  Each time, the purpose was 
not only to demonstrate modern products from Connecticut industries, but also to celebrate the colonial past with 
heirloom furnishings.  Additionally, there was a proliferation of publications appearing almost simultaneously at the 
turn of the century. The authors, some of whom had themselves become collectors, helped to popularize American 
antiques (known in the 20th Century as American Decorative Arts) as the accepted style and taste.  From 1878 to 
1903, for example, there were published at a minimum a dozen or more significant books on subjects ranging from 
furniture to ceramics to architecture to connoisseurship.  These books were intended to foster the concept of the 
"Yankee Homestead."    

As still another author has noted, what was celebrated here was the "fiction of a common past" that was meant to 
unite people otherwise divided along ethnic and economic lines.  In 1870, for example, the Metropolitan Museum 
of Art was founded and according to still another scholar, it was a means by which to define culture for the masses, 
facilitate social harmony, and bond compatriots who had named themselves its custodians.  At the same time, the 
intensification of industrialization, urbanization, and immigration threatened the identity of the white Anglo-Saxon 
Protestant majority in the United States.  In 1907, the Rhode Island School of Design was the first institution to 
receive an existing huge collection of American 17th and 18th Century furniture and accessories.  It was to be shown 
in a new museum structure in Providence called the Pendelton House (named after the benefactor).    

The Society for Preservation of New England Antiquities (S.P.N.E.A.) was established in Boston in 1909 not only 
to preserve endangered buildings of the colonial period but also to restore them to their original exactness as 
irreplaceable creations of the past (S.P.N.E.A., now renamed Historic New England, manages 36 properties in five 
New England states).  With the opening of the very first American Wing in the Metropolitan Museum in 1924, the 
director hoped it would be invaluable in the Americanization of many of our people he considered ignorant of 
American history.  Then, opening in 1929 in New York City, was the famous first "Girl Scout Loan Exhibition of 
Eighteenth and Early Nineteenth Century American Furniture, Glass, Luster Ware, Lowestoft, and Portraits."  All 
these articles of quality and rarity had been collected in the preceding years by wealthy Eastern establishment men 
and women and were a continuation extolling and popularizing the virtues, the merit, the enjoyment, and yes, the 
accepted fashion of Americana.  Soon thereafter, the Mabel Brady Garvan Collection of American Decorative Arts 
was donated to Yale which further established the Yale Art Gallery as perhaps the most significant university 
teaching museum in the United States for 17th, 18th, and early 19th Century objects of art (furniture, silver, pewter, 
glass, ceramics).  Subsequently, thousands of Yale undergraduates over the years enrolled in an American art course 
based on this collection that colloquially became known as:  "Pots and Pans."  This type of education would further 
disseminate interest in American antiques.    

The reconstruction of Colonial Williamsburg commenced in 1926 and Greenfield Village, in Dearborn, Michigan, 
began in the 1920's.  Both of these authentically reconstructed villages were meant to teach with architecture and 
artifacts the American experience to those whose ancestors emigrated to the United States after the termination of 
the Revolutionary War.  These villages, which were living museums, were a continuation of the Colonial Revival 
which continued into the 20th Century.  Sturbridge Village, in Massachusetts, opened in 1946.  One year later, 
Shelburne Museum and Village opened.  All these authentically reproduced villages, each with homes and all sorts 
of objects transported hundreds of miles from elsewhere, were the ultimate manifestations of American material 
culture.    

In Connecticut, the early proliferation of local historical societies mirrored the national trend for the many reasons 
already stated.  Here follows a time-line sample of the formation of Connecticut historical societies.  These were 
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selected randomly to illustrate the continuation of tradition in our State.  In these towns and cities the past remains 
alive for future generations:  

 1856  Litchfield 1946  Derby  

 1862  New Haven 1947  Guilford  

 1877  Waterbury (Mattatuck) 1955  Haddam 

 1888-1921 Norwich (Slater) 1955  Goshen 

 1895  Stonington  1963  East Hampton(Chatham) 

 1899  Norwalk 1964  Orange 

 1899  State of Connecticut (Henry Whitfield House)  1964  Cornwall 

 1911  Simsbury 1965  Woodbury 

 1916  Clinton 1965  Lebanon 

 1917  Madison  1966  Hebron 

 1921  Windsor  1969  Shelton 

 1930  Milford  1970  North Stonington 

 1931  Greenwich  1971  Newington 

 1932  Wethersfield  1975  Avon 

 1936  Amity and Woodbridge  1975  Sherman 

 1943  Granby (Salmonbrook)  1975  Andover 

 1944  Torrington  1993  Bethany   

Many, if not all, of the post World War II societies welcomed all citizens immediately while the earlier privately 
organized societies all progressed to allow full community participation regardless of race, creed, color, or religion.  
The patriotism flowing from victory in World War II, the rising standard of living, and the awareness of civil rights 
and diversity, all were factors in fostering the sense of community spirit and concentration on the past.  Improved 
highways and the Eisenhower Interstate System led to rapid urbanization after World War II with diverse people 
migrating from the cities to the suburbs for the first time and with time to consider the history of their new "old 
town."  Nevertheless, even now, on the campus of Southern Connecticut State University in New Haven, exists a 
building devoted to five ethnic historical societies - local New Haven groups.  Perhaps there is a comfort level here 
after years of real and imagined exclusion and fears.  It is doubtful that a 100% perception of feeling and being 
represented can ever be accomplished with the diversity and demography of our population.  

Note: For more details and references please refer to:  Arons, M.S.: The Connecticut House at the Jamestown Tercentennial, 1907:  Its 

Relation to the Continuation of the Colonial Revival.  New Haven Museum and Historical Society Journal.  Summer, 2006.  
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