
Volume 1, Issue 2
Fall 2014

The Southington Phoenix
The Southington Historical Society

239 Main Street, Southington, CT 06489 • 860-621-4811 • history06489@gmail.com • www.southingtonhistory.org

Board Of Directors
President
Lisa A. Jansson
Vice President
Kathy Conway
Secretary
Kathleen Stalter
Treasurer
Paula Guerin

Margaret Anderson
Ken DiMauro
Walter Grover
Liz Kopec
Amy McPartland
Rev. Ralph Lord Roy
Art Secondo
Marie Secondo
George Trostel
Bonnie Plourde

Many modes of transportation served Milldale
By Ken DiMauro, former president, Southington Historical Society 

Because of its centralized location in the 
state, Southington became a transportation 
hub, a place where there were many ways 
of moving products and people.  The 
history of those different modes of 
transportation can particularly be seen in 
the Milldale and Plantsville sections of 
town, both which had several large 
manufacturing plants and businesses. 
Early on, Southington roads were used to 
transport products and passengers up and down the valley. Unfortunately 
the roads, many of which were not much more than dirt trails established by 
American Indians, were narrow, bumpy and sometimes muddy, especially 
in the spring. Wagons and carts pulled by strong beasts of burden could take 
products and people within town, to neighboring communities and weather 
permitting, the region.  During the early and mid-1800s, stagecoaches became 
popular.
In 1828, the Farmington Canal opened, and proved to be a technological 
transportation improvement.  After taking three years to dig, mostly by hand, 
the canal operated from 1828 to 1848 and was located between Northampton, 
Mass., and New Haven.    Although products, produce and passengers could 
be more easily taken back and forth from this area to Long Island Sound on 
small freight and packet boats, the canal was limited to being operated in 
good weather and would shut down during the winter. 
The next  transportation improvement was the train, which could move more 
materials and people via rails, some which were placed on the canal towpath. 
In the region, freight and passenger trains became the way to go in the 
mid-1840s. The locomotives, freight and passenger cars of the New Haven 
and Northampton Railroad operated between those towns.   Stations were 
built to serve Southington, Plantsville and Milldale. Passenger service ended 
in the mid-1920s, but freight stations served the region for many years. The 
railroad, also called the Canal Line, last hosted regular freight service circa 
1996.

Diary entry of Monday, 
November 6th, 1871 by 
Sylvia Bradley’s 
daughter, Alice Bradley

6th  - The town had a 
meeting this afternoon, 
to decide about the 
town hall; it is to be 
here (where the
 Congregational 
Conference Room 
now is, instead of at 
Plantsville, where the 
corner-people tried very 
hard to have it.)  
Southington had 210 
votes and Plantsville 
77 votes. 

Piece Of History



The Southington Historical Society

Hollywood also came calling to the region – in 1958, a motion picture comedy, “It Happened to Jane,” starring 
Doris Day and Jack Lemmon, was filmed using familiar sites in Southington and Milldale. 

During the late 1800s, trolley cars also proved to be a convenient way to 
move goods and people. Locally, three trolley companies served 
Southington, including the Southington and Plantsville Tramway Co., 
the Meriden, Southington and Compounce Tramway Co. and the 
Waterbury and Milldale Tramway Co.  The Waterbury and Milldale’s 
tracks were located along Meriden-Waterbury Turnpike. However, by 
the late 1920s and early 1930s, the automobile became king and the 
trolleys ended their run.  For many years, a trolley carbarn used for the 
storage and maintenance of streetcars was located behind the former 
Clark Brothers Bolt Co. in Milldale. 
A network of improved roads later became the primary way to move 

products and people.  Meriden-Waterbury Turnpike and later,  Interstate 84 and nearby I-691 were well-built 
thoroughfares. I-84 from Waterbury opened in 1961, but the interstate highway wasn’t linked to Hartford until 
the late-1960s.  
Today, the town has purchased and renovated the former Milldale Depot, a longtime freight station that served 
to transport passengers and manufactured goods up and down the region. Originally established in the late 
1800s, it was mostly rebuilt after damaged by a serious fire in the early part of the 20th century. Regular area 
passenger service ended in the 1920s and the depot primarily became a freight depot, transporting goods to and 
from local businesses. 
After freight trains stopped running in the late 1990s, the railroad right of way became a popular rails-to-trails 
corridor. However, Southington’s last surviving train station virtually languished, used for storage, until the town 
bought the old depot in 2010, officials hoping to use it as a historical display and rest stop along the trail. 

A depot committee made up of local officials, including parks and recreational personnel, train and 
transportation buffs, and some members of the Southington Historical Society, oversee the displays, some of 
which were donated and others that are on-loan from historians and collectors. The displays underscore the 
depot’s use as a transit hub and focus on local rail history. After renovation, the old depot opened for its new 
rails-to-trails purpose in 2013. More than 400 visitors from many states stopped by to see the display, according 
to Phil Wooding, a member of the depot committee and former vice president of the historical society. A water 
cooler was provided for thirsty hikers and bikers. Cameras on the premises are connected to the Southington 
Police Department and monitored to discourage vandalism. Before the depot reopened this year, nearby brush 
and trees were cut back and picnic tables were added. The floor inside the depot’s display area was varnished and 
air conditioning will keep the interior climate controlled during warmer months. 
The depot is open 9 a.m. to 4 p.m. on Saturdays and Sundays from Memorial Day until Labor Day. Wooding said 
he is optimistic the 400-visitor-benchmark will be surpassed this year.  On many weekends, Wooding, local train 
buffs and members of the committee, volunteer their time to give tours and answer questions. 
The display was changed just before the depot reopened the weekend of May 24 and 25. It is hoped to change 
and move around key aspects of the display to keep it fresh, committee members said. 
For Wooding and other members of the depot committee, the old Milldale station remains the “little train 
station that could.”
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Plantsville Village Might Have Been Our Town Center 
By Art Secondo

History explains that if it were not for the number of churches in Southington back in the early 1800s, the center 
of Southington might have been a mile south at the center of Plantsville.  Looking at both districts today, it’s 

difficult to imagine the tiny village of Plantsville being Southington.
But, the book, History of Southington, a rare publication of 1875 by Rev. 
Heman R. Timlow, is perhaps the most informational source of our town’s 
leaders, places and things. Plantsville was known in earlier days as ‘Pearl’s 
Corner” and was at the junction of roads leading from Farmington to 
Waterbury, and from Bristol to New Haven.  
Orrin Pearl built the first buildings there and opened his horn comb 
manufacturing factory on the north side.  Timlow wrote, “at one time 
there were two or three stores and the business of the town appeared 
to center there.  The only thing that seems to have kept the village of
Southington where it is was the location of three churches. If not, the 

corner would have been the center of town.”  The name Plantsville was given the village by the “Plant Brothers,” 
who started their manufacturing shops in 1840.  Legend has it that the name was decided in the second floor of 
the Cowles Hall building, now the home of Zingarella’s Restaurant.

SHS

Marion Got It’s Name From The Peach State
By Art Secondo

When a few Southington men were in the South on business back in the early 
1800s, one of them was named Asahel Upson.  History notes they settled for a 
while in Marion, Georgia.  It was later proposed to call the 
historic part of town, Marion.  The section of town would later lay claim that 
General Rochambeau of France aligned with General Washington’s army and 
marched through Marion on the way to Yorktown.  History states the army 
of 1,500 soldiers encamped on the grounds where Strong School is today and 
drank heavily before leaving at the old Asa Barnes Tavern, now a homestead on 
Marion Avenue.  Wow. A couple of guys visit a town in Georgia and that’s the 
story of Marion?

West Center, Mill Streets & North Was Haven for Wolves
By Art Secondo

For decades, the upper portion of West Center and beyond to the north was 
known as “Wolf Hill.”  It was appropriately named during the era when this 
town was known as South Farmington.  It seems that wolves had their home 
chiefly on the west mountain and seldom appeared on the east side.  Farmers 
along the line of West Street had a palisade fence where cattle were deemed 
to be safe from predators.  But the wolves were a nuisance and soon bounties 
were offered for their destruction.  
Timlow writes, “parties were formed to search for the wolves in their 
dens in order to capture the young.  Sometimes, such expeditions were 
attended with great hazard as the parent wolf would set out in swift 
pursuit of those who robbed her of her whelps.” There is said to have been a 
rock somewhere on the hill that contained a kind of cavern within which the 

men would hide and wait the approach of the wolves in,“order to fire their rifles with advantage,” notes Timlow. 
Note: Today, animals avoid the area thanks to 23,000 cars a day.
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SHS
The Southington Historical Society was founded in 1965 through the endeavors of the 
Greater Southington Chamber of Commerce. In addition to the Chamber of Commerce 
office, meetings were held in a number of locations, including the First Congregational 
Church, Just Buttons Museum and the Historical Room at the former Southington Public 
Library. The mission of the Southington Historical Society is to serve as the historical 
resource center for the town of Southington; to provide educational programs; to collect, 
interpret and display materials pertaining to the history of the town and its people; to inspire 
public involvement in and appreciation of its heritage and culture. Without a permanent 
home, this was a difficult mission to accomplish.

In 1974, the Society approached the town of Southington with a proposal to allow the 
establishment of a “Historical Museum and Learning Center” in the old library building. 
The proposed “living museum” would include: the original historical room to be used for 
permanent displays, a Research Center for people interested in studying the history of 
Southington, a Craft/Meeting Room to include lessons on some of the lost arts of our 
ancestors, and a Children’s Room to be used to foster an appreciation of local history to 
Southington’s youth. The Town of Southington embraced the idea and for nearly 40 years has 
been supportive in the society’s efforts to preserve Southington’s history. The Society’s priority 
today is to regroup, recruit and renew its promise to the Southington community. 
The Society is a nonprofit organization funded entirely by annual membership dues, 
annual appeals, fundraising events, grants and a maintenance account provided by the town 
for the Sylvia Bradley Building. In addition to the Museum, the Southington Historical 
Society maintains the South End and West Street schoolhouses.

About The Southington Historical Society
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    Historical Society members and friends, 

It’s time for our annual membership drive. Please fill out and send in the enclosed 
membership form. We welcome any donations. If you know of anyone interested in 
the Historical Society, please encourage them to join! We have been putting together 
an email list so please make sure we have your correct email

We are preparing for our annual South End Schoolhouse tag sale to be held 
Saturday Oct. 18th. The money raised helps fund the annual scholarship, 
Historical Society programs and displays. 
To make this year’s sale another success, we need your help!  
        

Donations needed
While cleaning your closets, attics and garages this summer, 
remember donations are needed for the tag sale, including 
household items, jewelry, antiques and vintage items, home 
décor, tools, linens, holiday decorations, sporting goods, 
gardening tools and furniture. 

If you would like to help in any way or to donate items for sale, please contact Lisa 
Jansson at 860-209-2385 or email history06489@gmail.com. We will pick up anything 
you wish to donate.     

      Thank You!
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Ralph Forgione
Virginia Hutton

Greg Prus

In Memoriam 2013-2014
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Volunteer!
We need volunteers! Join a committee and get 
involved! Below is a brief description of the 
committees and their purpose. 

Program Committee
This committee proposes presents and 
schedules various programs and exhibits in 
keeping with the goals of the Society. 

House Committee
This committee oversees collections and rooms of the Society as well as the use and arrangement 
of its contents.  It recommends to the Board the acceptance or rejection of gifts or loans of articles 
and the preservation and protection of the artifacts.

IT Committee
The IT Committee meets as necessary to maintain IT hardware and software and to recommend 
appropriate upgrades.  IT also maintains the Society’s internet presence, including the website, 
facebook, etc.

Schoolhouse Committee
The Schoolhouse Committee is responsible for making recommendations to the Board as to the 
maintenance, preservation and security of the schoolhouses, grounds and their contents.

Membership Committee
The Membership Committee is responsible for finding ways to attract new members to the Society.  
This committee will also send out membership renewals and keep an updated membership list.

Hospitality Committee
The Hospitality Committee provides refreshments for Programs and Meetings.

Finance Committee
The Finance Committee advises the Treasurer with respect to the care and investment of funds of 
the Society. 

Fundraising Committee
The Fundraising Committee has the mission of creating ideas to raise funds for the Society. 

---------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------
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