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Winter Newsletter 2021 

 A Road Runs Through It  

How Woodbridge Deflected the Wilbur Cross  

By Mary Dean 

In 1937 the Merritt Parkway was still being built, making its way east to the Housatonic River through Fairfield County, 

when a visionary plan was announced to extend it and create a highway from New York’s Hutchinson River Parkway to 

Massachusetts. The new parkway would serve the cities of New Haven and Hartford and make them more accessible 

from New York and Boston. 

One of the first challenges was what to do about Woodbridge. 

The early concept maps and 

descriptions of the route past 

New Haven are vague on de-

tails, but everyone knew the 

problem: West Rock. Starting 

from what is now Exit 58 in 

Orange (Derby Road or Rte 

34), there were only three pos-

sibilities. A straight NE path 

meant tunneling through what 

turned out to be 100,000 cubic 

feet of earth and stone. Any 

path to the south would bring 

the Parkway into New Haven, 

presenting major problems with 

land acquisition and construc-

tion. The third option was to go 

NNE, running right through 

the center of  

Woodbridge and then east through the “Bethany Gap”. This option had to be attractive because it would have been 

cheaper and easier to secure rights of way—remember that at the time Woodbridge was still lightly populated, with much 

of the route still farmland and a hunt club--and it was seriously studied. 

What was the local reaction? It’s hard to be sure, because our public records of the time such as Board of Selectmen or 

Planning Commission minutes were formal, only sometimes hinting at discussion. The New Haven newspapers might 

have some information, but they aren’t digitized for this period so are generally impenetrable. Maybe property owners 

liked the idea: land values along the Merritt Parkway had risen dramatically during its construction, and there was con-

cern that the announced Wilbur Cross Parkway would prompt speculation. 

But there was a big problem for the town’s government, one that was immediately expressed to Highway Commissioner 

John MacDonald when he went to the General Assembly for authorization to make preliminary surveys.  

Continued on page 2 
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As reported in the Hartford Courant,  

“Charles F. Baldwin of Woodbridge* said the Town Planning Commission of that town would like to know as 
soon as possible where the road is going so that they can plan for location of new schools and a firehouse. As 
now drawn the road crosses Woodbridge but Mr. Baldwin said the town does not want it there if it can be 
helped.” 

At the time, Woodbridge and its government were rapidly growing. In 1937 the now-cohesive Town Center, a 

 National Register Historic District, consisted only of Memorial Hall (1919) and Center School (1929) across from the 

church (1832). However, the school had already been enlarged, the town library needed its own building, and a cen-

trally-located firehouse was 

recommended. Until the Se-

lectmen knew where the high-

way would go, all of these 

plans would be stymied. 

 

By contrast, New Haven lob-

bied for the new Parkway to 

be run south, to bring travelers 

to its shops and restaurants 

and provide better access to 

one of its biggest attractions at 

the time, the Yale Bowl. Un-

fortunately, the New Haven 

Park Department’s report, 

which recommended a route 

prefiguring what is now the 

95/91 path, had to admit that 

it would require 15 years to 

complete as well as be far more 

expensive than the other op-

tions. 

As we know, the final decision, justified in part by gas savings over the shortest route, was to bore through West Rock 

just north of the New Haven line. As finally 

constructed, that route brought the road along 

the south side of Woodbridge and then out 

over Fountain Street and across the West River 

valley. In the end, the only part of Woodbridge 

that was profoundly affected were the houses 

and farms just to the west of the tunnels. And 

that is another story. 

 

*This refers to Clarence F (“Cap”) Baldwin, First 
Selectman 1929-35, elected to the Connecticut 
General Assembly in 1932 and to the Connecticut 
Senate in 1940. In 1937 he was a member of the 
Town Plan Commission. 

Continued from page one….. 

Detail from the 1939-40 Biennial Report of the CT Highway Commissioner  

The opening frames of this 1958 movie take the viewer through the 

West Rock Tunnel and out over Woodbridge, one of the few real  

vistas along the Wilbur Cross. Copyright, Turner Classic Movies 

Correction: Several names were misspelled in our Fall 2021 newsletter in the School Bus article. Please refer to the 

online version of the Fall 2021 newsletter for a corrected version on our website at www.woodbridgehistory.org 
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~ Thanks to our Retiring Board Members ~ 
 

At the Annual Meeting we announced with thanks and regret that four of our long-term Board members have retired. The 

service of these four individuals was truly exceptional and we can’t do them justice here, but we wanted to share with you a 

little about how, in different ways, each has contributed to the success of the historical society: 

Phyllis Federico was recruited by Board member and friend Polly Schultz and she has been a 

stalwart participant in AWHS events since 2008—often in costume! When the third graders 

toured the Darling House, Phyllis regularly volunteered in the kitchen demonstrating butter 

churning. She also served as a member of the hearth cooking crew on Tavern Nights. At the 

Society’s tag sales, she was adept at chatting up shoppers to interest them in the Museum. 

More recently, she has been assisting volunteer Nancy Mull with recording, repair and storage 

of the Society’s textiles, from quilts to clothing. Happily, she intends to continue as a regular 

volunteer on Tuesday workdays, to help with gardening, and to serve on the Collections 

Committee. 

Lifelong Woodbridge resident Rich Jeynes joined the Board in 2004, after he retired from 

teaching high school history. He quickly put his skills to work for AWHS in three areas: 

third graders’ tours, writing for the newsletter, and physical work at the Darling House and 

South School. His projects ranged from cutting brush to single-handedly painting the yellow 

barn! At South School he worked with equal determination, painting, fencing, and mowing 

the grass over more than a decade. His many contributions to the newsletter (posted on our 

website) have focused on stories about 20th century Woodbridge: skating ponds, baseball 

teams, school buses, and blacksmith Elmer Little. In addition, Rich designed the historic 

plaques placed on Buttonball Corner, North Pease Road, and at South School. We hope 

he’ll continue to write for us well into the future.  

 

Another Board member who made significant contributions to the Society is Marvin 

Aarons. Although himself a physician, Marvin had been a student of history and came 

from a family with long experience in the antique business. He put that background to 

good use as former President of the New Haven Historical Society and then, after being 

appointed Town Historian by the late First Selectman Ed Sheehy, with his first mono-

graphs for AWHS on the history of historical societies and on Thomas Darling’s Wind-

sor Chair and punch bowl. It was Marvin who had the connoisseur’s eye necessary to rec-

ognize the baskets in our collection as historically important, made by local Wepawaugs 

in the 19th century. His newsletter monographs, models of scholarship, are posted on our 

website. 

 

One of Marvin’s services to the Society was recruiting Paul DeCoster as a Board member. Paul 

brought us legal expertise and organizational knowledge: for example, when we undertook the 

job of updating our Bylaws his assistance was invaluable to those of us unaccustomed to the 

dense legalese of the state statutes! He also brought a personal interest in history and historic 

houses, and has been a keen supporter of the Board’s work to preserve the house and barns and 

establish a conservation plan for all site buildings. His favorite “perk” as a Board member was 

the chance to talk to Rich, Marvin, Don Menzies and others about local history. In our turn we 

shall continue to support his important Notable Trees project, recording the historic and unusu-

al trees of Woodbridge. 

 

 

Our heartfelt thanks to these colleagues for their exceptional contributions to Woodbridge history. 
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Annual Meeting Recap  

In addition to our business meeting—including the President’s report, the adoption of a new set of bylaws and the mem-

bers’ vote on the slate of directors—those attending the Annual Meeting on November 18th heard a presentation by An-

drew Sistrand, board member of the Bethany Historical Society, who studies Public History at Central Connecticut State 

University. The talk introduced the local painter George Henry Durrie (June 6, 1820 - October 15, 1863), who was fa-

mous through Currier and Ives prints based on his work. 

 

Durrie was born in New Haven, Connecticut, one of six children born to John and Clarissa Clark Durrie, Hartford na-

tives. The Durries moved to New Haven in 1818, where John Durrie became a partner in the printing firm of Durrie 

and Peck, stationers and book publishers. After two years of instruction from portrait painter Nathaniel Jocelyn, by age 

19 George Durrie was painting portraits professionally in Hartford and Bethany, and soon after he was working in Meri-

den and Naugatuck. Durrie fell in love with Sarah Perkins, born February 8, 1814, in Bethany Parish Woodbridge, 

She was a school teacher, daughter of innkeeper Archibald Perkins. Sarah and George married on September 14, 1841, 

at Christ Church in Bethany. They had three chil-

dren, and they lived on Elm Street in New Haven. 

 

Many of Durrie’s paintings were based on sketches 

he made as he traveled back and forth along Straits 

Turnpike (Litchfield Turnpike) between New Haven 

and Bethany. He was most famous for his snows-

capes—out of 125 known works by Durrie, 84 are 

snowscapes. Home to Thanksgiving ( illustrated here)

was painted in the early 1860’s, just before his death. 

The original is lost, but the print made from it was 

the single most popular Currier and Ives print. 

 
Editor’s note: Portraits and landscapes by Durrie are part 

of many local collections, including the New Haven Muse-

um. The Florence Griswold Museum is currently showing 

a large exhibit of Currier and Ives prints (until January 23) 

and on January 19 will host an online lecture about the 

“The Geographical Landscapes of George Durrie, Thom-

as Cole, and Frederic Church in the Connecticut Valley.” 

AWHS Awarded Grant for Conservation Planning 

The Foundation for Advancement in Conservation (FAIC) has accepted the AWHS into the Collections Assessment for 

Preservation (CAP) program. The CAP program will provide two professional consultants to assist in making a general 

conservation assessment of both our collections and their buildings. 

The purpose of these awards is to help small and mid-sized institutions improve collections care, and it reflects both the 

importance of the AWHS collection and the ability of our committee — especially Archivists Barbara Hagan-Smith, pro-

ject lead, and Rebecca Harlow -- to contribute to the outside assessment team. 

Members of the Archives and Collections Committee will work closely with the assessors, planning for and supporting 

their on-site visits and as necessary the preparation of final reports. These reports, which should be submitted by August 

31, 2022, will guide the setting of priorities for our work and subsequent grant applications. 

With great sadness we note the passing of Board Member Emeritus, Dr. Wilson H. Kimnach. 

A Service of Remembrance will be held on Saturday, December 18 at 2 pm at the First Church of Christ, Woodbridge 
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Dear Members, 

As I write this letter just after Thanksgiving, I find myself extremely thankful for many things, including our extremely ded-

icated and hardworking board that has put in thousands of hours this year and the great contractors who have helped us 

preserve the buildings. Lastly, I am thankful to you for your continued support.  

What you may not realize is that it is your support that has made all this 

work possible, and your continued support is more crucial than ever. 

I want to be sure you appreciate how much of a role you as members play in 

making those grant submissions successful! For instance, with some grants 

we are judged on our membership and Facebook Followers numbers, so by 

renewing your membership this month and following us on Facebook you 

measurably increase our ability to successfully apply. In addition, many 

grants we can receive for work on the buildings at the museum are matching 

grants meaning that they provide 50% of the costs, and AWHS therefore 

must raise the remaining 50%. Sometimes, the funding agencies even require 

that we already have the matching funds in-hand before they will consider 

funding.  This makes your donations even more crucial because without 

them we wouldn’t even be able to apply for grants!   

As we have reported through our newsletters and presentations to the Board 

of Selectmen, AWHS has prepared and received several grants during the pandemic, including matching grants for paint-

ing, for engineering surveys and architectural reports on the barns, and for consultant advice for our collections. (Please 

see insets for pictures and more information on the work at the museum).  

This year the AWHS has received almost $50,000 in grant funds, but we have also contributed over $50,000 of Society 

funds to the buildings and our collections, in addition to basic operating costs.  In fact, this year we made the difficult deci-

sion to withdraw funds from our endowment in order to complete 

emergency stabilization of the icehouse (identified in the engineer-

ing survey) and emergency repairs to the porch structure (the result 

of a faulty roof installation in 2016). We are thankful to all past 

and current members that helped us to establish the endowment 

so that we do have funds for emergencies, but we know we can 

NOT continually deplete it. Thus, this past summer we also estab-

lished a Building Fund (please note the new donation option on 
your membership envelope), kicked off by a generous Wood-

bridge resident who gave us a $5000 matching donation.  We 

thank all of you that contributed to that match.  Although we didn’t 

reach the match originally, we were extremely thankful that the 

donor agreed to extending the deadline so we could announce the 

matching challenge in the paper and finally in November, we suc-

cessfully met the match and 

received the full donation. 

Your past support has facili-

tated the Society’s work and 

successes, and only your re-

newed support will allow us 

to continue to succeed and 

fulfill our mission going for-

ward. 

We hope that we will be able 

to see you in person for hearth cooking, tavern nights, and school fieldtrips again sometime soon, 

and that when we can safely welcome you back, you can further appreciate the importance of your support and what it is 

helping us achieve together!  

Thank you!  Stay well!  And Enjoy this festive season!  Alexia Belperron, President AWHS 

Painting 

of the 

street-

facing 

façade 

The difficul-
ties created by 
the weather 
and the house 
itself were no 
match for  
our painter 
Arlen Haug, 
who did a 
wonderful job. 

The painting project revealed damage that was in 

urgent need of repair 

Decay of window 

frames on  

caretaker cottage 

Porch 
structural 
damage 

Jim Sarbaugh, one of our 
carpenters, has done a great 
job coming up with creative 
solutions to complete many 
repairs while maintaining as 
much historical integrity as 
possible. We had already 
engaged Jim to complete 
other repairs (totaling 
$10,000), such as the repair 
work and new roof on the 
chicken coop, and he has 
handled these unexpected 
repairs (totaling about 
$15,000). 

Repaired Chicken 

Coop 

 ~ Presidents Message ~ 
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Follow Us! 
Instagram = ctwoodbridgehist  Facebook = @woodbridgehistory  

Amity & Woodbridge Historical Society, Inc. 

At the Historic Darling House 

1907 Litchfield Turnpike 

Woodbridge, CT 06525 
 

www.woodbridgehistory.org 

info@wooodbridgehistory.org 

Instagram = ctwoodbridgehist 

Facebook = @woodbridgehistory  

 

 

 

Coming in February: Major AWHS Exhibit at the Woodbridge Library 

No matter how many times one tours the Darling Family property, there are innumerable items in the AWHS Col-
lections that are never seen for lack of display space. From diaries to maps, from photos to linens, from matchboxes 
to bathtubs, our artifacts are jostling for room to be admired! Through these pieces anyone can learn more about the 
unique history of Woodbridge. To that end, the AWHS will mount a series of exhibits in the Meeting Room of the 

Woodbridge Library. 

The first exhibit, 

HIDDEN TREASURES FROM THE COLLECTIONS OF THE AMITY AND WOODBRIDGE HISTORICAL SOCIETY, 

will be on view for the month of February, 2022. 

The beauty and interest of the featured items will be enhanced through the photographic artistry of Ken Mull, whose 
skilled perspective transforms antique objects into works of art!  

If you can make it to the opening reception, you will see some of the actual treasures on display. 

Follow us on Facebook and at our website or watch the local news in January for dates and times. 


