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n today’s edition of
The Sunday Republican is a 24-page special section, Autumn
Lifestyles Almanac, with stories about the coming season
and the activities that give
fall its unique signature.
The cover story deals with
the history and traditions of
Octoberfest, particularly its
association with beer. With
the proliferation of craft
breweries in Greater Waterbury and Litchfield County,
there are plenty of places to
quaff a toast in the true spirit
of Octoberfest.
And speaking of beer, don’t
forget the wine, with a story
about fall activities at one
area winery in New Hartford.
Food is another hallmark
of fall, from pumpkins to
peaches, plums to pears,
from tarts to tailgating, and
apple pies to apple fritters.
The tailgating story includes
a handy checklist on things to
pack when heading off to
party before the game.
Activities abound in the
fall, from zip lining above the
trees at one of the state’s
casinos, to taking in the fall
foliage to getting ready for
Halloween.
There’s also a story that
looks at some of the remaining country fairs in our area,
ending with the Riverton
Fair, which is celebrating its
110th anniversary this year.
Along with the change of
colors comes the threat of
hurricanes and other weather events, including snow, so
there’s a story that highlights
some of the things you can
expect from fall weather.
And in the back of the section is a handy series of calendars highlighting some of
the coming events this fall.
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A scene from a new exhibit at Gunn Historical Museum shows horses, an automobile and train tracks — under what appears to be an
elm tree — at Washington Supply Co., circa 1910. The hardware store, at 2 Calhoun St. in Washington Depot, is a Washington
institution founded in 1893 and now in its 126th year of operation.
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n 1839, abolitionist John
Gunn of Washington,
Conn., invited the social
activist, Abby Kelley, a
Quaker, to speak against
slavery in his hometown.
It did not go well.
The Rev. Gordon Hayes
of the Congregational Church denounced Kelley as a “Jezebel” and a
“servant of Satan.” For his part in fomenting the controversy, Gunn, the
elder brother of Frederick, was excommunicated from the church, for,
in the words of Hayes, calling his
church “a three hundred headed
monster without soul or conscience
— and the synagogue of Satan.”
A replica of that incendiary letter,
and pictures of the two men, come
midway through the Gunn Historical
Museum’s exhaustive and spellbinding “Washington: An American
Town.” The new exhibit, which
explodes with 1,000 artifacts, five
interactive iPads and three video
screens, is as sophisticated and
exceptional an exhibit as you will
see in any local history museum in
this state. In part, that stems from
See GUNN, Page 2E

A town as
American
as they
made them
Exceptional exhibition at
Gunn Museum examines
Washington through its artifacts

The Rev. Gordon Hayes, pastor
of the Congregational Church
in Washington, Conn., in 1839
excommunicated John Gunn
for allegedly calling the church
‘the synagogue of Satan.’
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The mall rats are abandoning ship
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hen I first came
to Waterbury 25
years ago, the
mall was our
promised salvation.
The Brass Mill Center, heralded as an economic Paraclete,
promised deliverance from the
post-industrial ruin that was
Scovill Manufacturing Co. The
old economic model — industry
— would be replaced by another
— retail.
In the past, we grew by making things. In the future, we

would prosper by buying them.
Anybody who didn’t see those
shaky foundations was either
desperate or naïve and probably
a little bit of both. Retail jobs
never paid what factory jobs did.
The hours were erratic, the benefits were iffy and the career trajectory was bumpy.
Still, the most cynical could
not have predicted what’s being
called the Retail Apocalypse.
America’s malls, once the great
gravitational pull that generated
community and commerce, are in

free fall. Thousands have closed
in the last two years and another
quarter of them are expected to
close by 2022. No new enclosed
mall has been built since 2006,
reports Time.
Once rock-solid retailers — J.C.
Penney, Radio Shack, Macy’s,
Sports Authority, Payless, Sears
— have all either closed or filed
for bankruptcy. Profits for mallbased clothing retailers — which
include trendy shops like Gap,

See REFLECTIONS, Page 2E
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GUNN: Extraordinary town
Continued from 1E

Washington’s contributions
to the arts
are highlighted in
a new,
long-term
history exhibit at
Gunn Historical
Museum in
Washington.

the vision of its creator, curator Stephen Bartkus, and its
designers, Julia Nable and
Zoltan Csillag of SandorMax.
But mostly it stems from the
labor and generosity of
Washington residents who
contributed artifacts, time
and ideas to an extraordinary exhibit in which the
town casts itself as an ordinary American town whose
fledgling growth mirrored
the country’s own. That
meant battles, often vituperative, over abolition, death
and loss in a series of wars,
agrarian wealth and industrial innovation and a struggle
to carve out its own identity.
THE EXHIBIT, MADE POSSIBLE by a $100,000 Good to
Great grant from the state,
succeeds largely because of
the depth of its collection —
1,000 artifacts culled from
15,000 pieces — that tell stories that are astonishingly
vivid and achingly
intimate.This is not history
from a distance but close
enough to mourn.
Take this story from the
life of Civil War veteran Abner Mitchell, who was drafted in 1863 when he was 42,
only months after President
Abraham Lincoln had instituted the country’s first draft.
It was a call that capped
many tragedies to befall
Mitchell and his family.
In 1860, Mitchell and his
wife lost one of their five
children, Willie, in a sledding
accident. Distraught,
Mitchell’s wife, Lydia, died
shortly thereafter. In December 1862, three of Mitchell’s
remaining four children
developed diphtheria. Fanny,
15; Charlie, 11; and Matthew,
3, died within three days of
one another. All three were
buried together in the Washington cemetery the day
after Christmas.
When Mitchell was summoned to the battlefield, the
town, recognizing his
advanced age and recent
tragedies, offered to send a
substitute instead. Abner
Mitchell refused. He joined
the 6th Infantry Regiment
Connecticut Volunteers in
August 1863. A photograph
of Mitchell, and his remaining child, Mary, surround a
reproduction of a letter
Mitchell sent her from the
battlefield.
On Aug. 18, 1864, Abner
Mitchell was shot by a sharpshooter in Deer Bottom, Va.,
and died two days later, leaving Mary an orphan. In less
than a year, she had lost her
entire family.
These kinds of stories,
replicated and folded into the
larger narrative of the town,
make the exhibit so engrossing that it rewards more than
a single viewing. The digital
component, which allows visitors to take a “deeper dive”
into the town’s people, objects and history through a
series of iPads, will swell as
more artifacts are added.
AMONG THE MANY UNUSUAL FEATURES of Washington’s legacy is its long history
of human habitation. Archeol-

Image shows part
of a two-page
spread in
‘Connecticut Life’
magazine from
July 2, 1964,
titled ‘When
2,764 Were
Slaves.’ It had a
short story about
slavery in
Connecticut and
a map showing
the number of
slaves in each
town or region,
based on the
1790 census.
Beneath the story
was a list of the
leading slaveholders in the
state. Elijah
Mason Sr. of
Lebanon was the
top slaveholder,
with 28. Rulef
Dutcher of
Litchfield made
the list with 7.
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ogists have found the earliest
evidence of habitation in the
area dates back 10,300 years.
That makes Washington one
of the earliest Native American sites discovered in New
England. Yet, the 38-squaremile town, which began in
1673 as Pomperaug Plantation, is not so much exceptional, in the curator’s mind, as
typical. Its founders bartered,
bickered, prospered, innovated, failed, fought and suffered
in a line roughly parallel to
that of the country.
“There are these great
American stories that connect to a larger theme,” the
curator, Bartkus, said.
That’s a generous assertion. Washington may have
started in typical fashion, but
it hasn’t ended that way. At
one point, Washington boasted so many mills, factories,
dairy farms and manufacturers that local historian
William Bader boasted,
“Once, almost anything a life
needed was made in Washington.” Yet, nearly four centuries after its founding,
Washington remains a startlingly small, picturesque
town of 3,500 with a smallerthan-average business footprint and higher-than-average cultural output. It is
home to two dance companies, five private schools, a
prominent art association, a
1,000-acre land trust and one
of the state’s last independent
bookstores.
HOW DID THE TOWN PULL
THIS OFF? That’s not a question this exhibit necessarily
answers, and that’s probably
for the best. Instead, the
exhibit reminds viewers of
how ordinary the town was,
struggling to succeed as the
country did the same.
Nevertheless, Washington
benefited from early and
unusual strokes of good fortune. In 1673, settlers made
the first of nine purchases
from natives that would form
the Pomperaug Plantation.
The man facilitating those
purchases was the Yale-educated Capt. John Minor —
who just happened to speak
Eastern Algonquin. It’s also
difficult to escape the contribution of the Gunn brothers
— John and Frederick — who
must have seemed like wildeyed extremists when they
began lecturing the town

about abolition and moral
education. But they clearly
developed a culturally minded, outdoorsy spirit that has
remained with the town.
OPENING WITH ONE OF
THREE INFORMATIONAL
VIDEOS, the exhibit early on
includes a vibrant artistic
rendering of Chief Waramaug, the powerful native
sachem from whom much of
the land that is now Washington was purchased.
Among the last families to
purchase land from Chief
Waramaug’s heirs were the
Averill family, which settled
in Washington in 1746 and
are still on the same land,
doing the same thing: farming.
In fact, three families in
Washington remain on the
same land in the same houses they’ve called home since
the 18th century. In addition
to the Averills, who now run
a popular fruit orchard, the
Logan family (1738) and the
Cogswells (1745) have
remained in town and have
furnished curators with some
of their choice heritage
items, from family photographs to spinning wheels,
foot warmers, tin candle
molds, tavern signs and even
rare epaulettes from the
Marquis de Lafayette.
Slaves were a part of
Washington history, at least
since the beginning of the
18th century, and several
Washington ministers produced texts defending the
practice. In the case of the
Rev. N.S. Wheaton, justified
it on biblical grounds. The
exhibit includes his pamphlet, “Discourse on St Paul’s
Epistle to Philemon; Exhibiting the Duty of Citizens of
the Northern States in
Regard to the Institution of
Slavery,” delivered in 1850.
“I am an abolitionist
among a slave-holding community,” said Frederick
Gunn, who established his
school, The Gunnery, in the
same year. Its focus — on the
importance of building character, the need to abolish
slavery and reverence for
nature — was not universally
shared, Bartkus said. “Abolitionists were in the minority
here,” he said. “They were
considered heretics and radicals. The ministers here
were preaching a biblical

justification for slavery.”
The last census that lists
slaves in Washington was in
1810 when six labored there.
Curators have traced 20
slaves who toiled in Washington, but say there were
likely more. The exhibit
includes the bill of sale for a
24-year-old “male Negro”
named Sefer, who was purchased for 80 pounds in
1773. Among the slaves were
Jeff Liberty, owned by John
Farrand. When Farrand
enlisted in the Revolutionary
War, so did Jeff Liberty — in
exchange for his eventual
liberty, which Farrand granted at the end of the war.
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Malls are closing up
across the country
Continued from 1E

THOUGH IT BEGAN AS A
FARMING TOWN, Washington’s nearby Shepaug and
Housatonic rivers encouraged the proliferation of
mills. Though renowned for
its fine Holsteins, Washington produced everything
from corn to twine, axe handles, batting, cigars, marble
and hat boxes. As the exhibit
reads, “Once peaceful and
bucolic, ‘The Flats,’ (Washington Depot) became
smoke-filled and bustling. In
‘Factory Hollow,’ noise,
ambition and industry
reign.”
The arrival of the Shepaug
Railroad in 1872 not only
facilitated the movement of
goods, but began the town’s
entry into the tourist trade, a
“get-away” from the noxious
city. The arrival of the
Mayflower Inn in 1920 only
cemented that reputation.
Photographs of baseball
games, tennis and croquet
matches and waterskiing on
Lake Waramaug add to the
image of a healthy, hardworking arcadia nourished
by fresh milk from the
town’s farms and fruits
plucked from its orchards.
Precisely how it avoided the
big-boxification of the rest of
the country remains an enigma.
Certainly, Washington’s is
not the story of every town in
America. But “Washington:
An American Story” makes
visitors wish it were.
Gunn Historical Museum
is at 5 Wykeham Road,
Washington, Conn., at Route
47 and Wykeham Road. For
information go to gunnmuseum.org or call 860-868-7756.

Urban Outfitters and
American Eagle — plummeted 41% in the first
quarter, the biggest
decline since the 2008
recession, according to
Retail Metrics.
Many malls have
devolved into woebegone
clumps of phone stores,
tattoo shops, piercing
kiosks and thoroughfares
for seniors getting in their
morning stroll. The mall
rats are abandoning the
ship.
It’s customary to blame
the online economy for
the demise of the mall,
and much of that is legitimate. Why get in a car (or
put clothes on! Or do your
makeup!) when you can
sit on your duff and click
your way through the cosmic casbah?
But it’s more than that.
Increasingly, customers
are not seeking out goods
but experiences. This
“experience economy,”
aided and abetted by a
social media stream that
infects its users with the
FOMO (Fear of Missing
Out) virus, rejects acquisition as its chief ambition. Today’s consumers
want fun — vacations,
time with their friends,
yoga with goats — the
more unusual the better.
Moreover, millennials
simply don’t have the
money to pay mall prices.
Four in 10 Americans
under 30 describe their
financial situation as
poor. Nearly half doubt
they could handle an
unplanned bill.
The malls that once
were an adornment of our
cities may soon become
an albatross, another
swath of vacant space
pleading for tenants. We
certainly have to do a better job of using this space

than we’ve done with our
vacant factories and
downtown office buildings.
Malls were based on
more than the need for
efficient shopping. They
were also places where
people could and did connect and converse. Some
malls have already recognized that draw and jettisoned retail in place of
yoga spas, cycling studios
and gym space. Others
have become entertainment venues. Still others
might consider using the
buildings for communal
work space.
If I had my druthers,
we’d demolish the buildings and return the acres
to green space. Let kids
play. Let them run and
wrestle, play kickball and
capture the flag. Don’t
worry about the sketchy
neighborhood. Don’t buy
into the fear mongerers.
Station a few police officers and let the kids frolic, tumble, skip, invent
and otherwise figure out
who they are on a clean,
safe, grassy field away
from joy sticks, cell
phones and the infernal
technological pollution
rotting their bodies and
souls.
But communities are
too dependent on the taxes these leviathans generate for that. In this economy, we need a new deliverer, one that will last
longer than a mere quarter of a century. Let’s
hope it does more to
develop community than
the mall’s consumerist
gluttony did.
Tracey O’Shaughnessy
is an award-winning
columnist who writes
“Sunday Reflections” for
The Sunday Republican.
Email her at tosh@repam.com.

MOVIE THEATERS
APPLE CINEMAS
TORRINGTON 6
89 FARLEY PLACE,
TORRINGTON. 860-756-0660

APPLE CINEMAS 10
920 WOLCOTT ST., WATERBURY.
203-295-7777

APPLE CINEMAS
380 NEW HARTFORD ROAD,
BARKHAMSTED. 860-288-7576

BANK STREET THEATER
46 BANK ST., NEW MILFORD
860-354-2122

BANTAM CINEMA

GILSON CAFE & CINEMA
354 MAIN ST, WINSTED.
860-379-5108

PLEASANT VALLEY
DRIVE-IN THEATER
47 RIVER ROAD, BARKHAMSTED.
860-379-6102
pleasantvalleydriveinmovies.com

REGAL BRASS MILL 12
495 UNION ST., WATERBURY.
844-462-7342

RIVERVIEW CINEMAS 8
690 MAIN ST. SOUTH,
SOUTHBURY.
203-266-0088

ROUTE 209, BANTAM.
860-567-0006

STARPLEX CINEMAS 12

BETHEL CINEMA

1821 MERIDEN WATERBURY
ROAD, SOUTHINGTON.
860-628-0029

269 GREENWOOD AVE., BETHEL.
203-778-2100

SEYMOUR CINEMAS
COUNTRY CINEMA
523 MAIN ST., WATERTOWN.
860-274-2193

814 DERBY AVE., SEYMOUR.
203-734-2000

