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The illustration above shows how rollers were once used on dirt roads to pack the 
snow down to make winter travel easier for horse-drawn wagons and sleighs. 

The Barn Corner 

WINTER ROAD TRAVEL WAS HARD WITH WAGONS, SLEIGHS, AND ROLLERS 
By Dave Ryan 

     People who enter Harwinton’s barn museum by the East door will see a well-restored red and black 

farm wagon referred to locally as "Mr. Hooper's Wagon" or the “Hooper Delivery Wagon.”  The late Ed 

Hooper operated a farm on Harmony Hill Road and used this wagon for every day farm chores. 

     Farm wagons, also called "wains" (made by wainwrights), were different from farm carts in that 

wagons had four wheels instead of the two found on a cart.  The farm wagons were most often made 

of ash and elm wood.  While any woodsman knows that elm can be challenging to split for fire wood, 

elm is ideal for forming the wheel hubs that hold the wagon spokes and axles.  Boards for the floor of 

the wagon could be laid either horizontally across the wagon, or along the length, depending upon 

how the wagon would be used.  For shoveling sand grain, dirt or manure, the long way was preferred.     

     See Establishment, page 4 
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Officers and Directors Re-elected 

At the annual meeting held on Sunday, January 28th at the 
Harwinton Senior Center on Weingart Road, all current 
officers and members of the board of directors were re-
elected for 2018.  There were no additional nominations 
from the floor.   
 
Michael Orefice and Candace Jones-Pacholski will serve a 
term on the Board of Directors that ends in 2020.  The list 
of those serving in 2018 can be seen in the left column on 
this page. 
 
At the annual meeting, refreshments including pizza and 
dessert were followed by a brief business meeting.  After 
that, Town Historian Roger Plaskett presented a program 
on the cause and effect of a phenomenon in 1816 that 
resulted in unusual weather conditions that had a negative 
impact on Harwinton. 
 

Scholarship Applications Available 

The Historical Society is offering a $1,000 scholarship this 
year.  The applicant must be a student who is a resident of 
Harwinton and/or active in the Harwinton Historical 
Society.  The scholarship is to be used to pursue post- 
secondary education by a graduating senior or a student 
currently pursuing education beyond the high school level. 
 
The applicant must show an interest in history/social 
science through coursework and/or experiences. 
 
Applications are available at www.harwintonhistory.com, 
from area high school guidance counselors, at the 
Harwinton Library or by contacting the Historical Society 
via email at  harwhistsoc@gmail.com.   

Entries must be postmarked by April 15, 2018 
 
 

***************************************** 
A Bit of TRIVIA 

Question: What popular piece of athletic equipment was 

"invented" at Yale University in New Haven? 

 

Answer on page 4 

***************************************** 
 

 
OFFICERS – 2018 

President:  Bonnie Andrews 
Vice President: Nancy Schnyer 

Secretary:  Elaine Sederquist 
Treasurer:  Harry Schuh 

 
DIRECTORS 

 
Term Ends 2018: 

Carol Kearns 
David Ryan 

 
Term Ends 2019: 

Bruce Burnett 
Shirley Gay 

 
Term Ends 2020: 

Michael Orefice 
Candace Jones-Pacholski 

 
IMMEDIATE PAST PRESIDENT 

Eleanor Woike 
 

CURATOR 
Bonnie Andrews 

 
BUILDING SUPERVISOR 

Dennis Andrews 
 

OTHERS (non-board positions) 
HISTORIAN 

Roger Plaskett 
 

AUDITOR 
Marilyn Mitchell 

 
LEGAL COUNSEL 

Patrick Wall 
 

Email: 
harwhistsoc@gmail.com 

 
Harwinton Historical Society 

PO Box 84 
Harwinton, CT 06791 

 
860-482-7978 
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Looking Back in History: - First Telephone Exchange 
Contributed by Joyce Peck 

 
January 28 is an important date in the history of communication, marking a first for Connecticut, the 

nation and apparently the world. The date is little noted today, but 140 years ago on Jan. 28, 1878, the 

world's first commercial telephone exchange (telephone company) opened in a storefront in the 

Boardman Building on Cedar Street in New Haven.  The exchange took telephone operations out of the 

hands of individuals and expanded the use and reach of the mechanical device invented three years 

earlier by Alexander Graham Bell.  

 

George Coy, a telegraph office manager, along with his partners Herrick Frost and Walter Lewis opened 

the new service known as the District Telephone Company of New Haven.  Coy had cobbled together 

parts of this and that -- teapot handles, carriage bolts, wire -- to develop a simple switchboard that 

enabled telephone users to need only one instrument to contact limitless numbers of other telephone 

users.  This made it possible for a central office to connect multiple people. 

 

Prior to 1878, private individuals and businesses leased phones in pairs to connect from one site to 

another, from a home to an office, for example.  Users also were required to 

arrange for telegraph contractors to string wires between two locations, 

according to information provided by connecticuthistory.org. 

 

About a month after the opening of the exchange, the first telephone 

directory was issued in New Haven on Feb. 21, 1878. It was a one-page 

flyer listing 50 individuals and businesses, including Coy, Frost and Lewis.  

These flyers are a rarity today, but one is part of the University of 

Connecticut's library collection, one of only two known to be in existence.  

 

There were 21 original District subscribers in New Haven, each paying 

$1.50 a month.  Calls went through a central office where an operator connected the caller to the party 

he or she wished to reach.  Direct dialing and telephone numbers did not come into use until the 1920's. 

 

District Telephone Co. of New Haven, by the way, eventually became Southern New England 

Telephone Co. in 1882. Once a National Historic Landmark, the building was demolished in 1978 to 

make way for urban redevelopment and a parking garage; and the designation was rescinded. 

 

Source: Laura Smith, Curator for Business, Railroad and Labor Collections at the University 

Connecticut Libraries, connecticuthistory.org. 

 

 “Accused of Witchcraft” Sunday Feb. 25, 2 to 4 p.m. at the Harwinton  Library  

While many people cast aspersions at the history of the supernatural, it is an undisputed fact that our 

Litchfield County ancestors believed they had neighbors that were witches.   In most cases the women 

who were accused of witchcraft fell outside what society expected from their gender. Author Peter 

Vermilyea will discuss the lives of four 18th century residents accused of witchcraft. 
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Establishment of Toll Roads Attempts to Solve Maintenance Issues 
Continued from page 1 

     Harwinton's network of dirt roads (not gravel or stone) presented many challenges for winter 

travelers in wagons and sleighs.  The average farm wagon weighed about 300 pounds and would be 

pulled by either a horse or oxen. A horse might add another 1,000 lbs. and an ox perhaps 2,000 lbs. to 

the weight on a dirt road.  Moving along a dirt road with this much weight was a constant concern 

when the roads were wet and muddy and full of bumps and ruts. 

     One farmer delivering railroad ties to the railroad near the Naugatuck River during spring mud 

season got stuck. Six horses were needed to pull the wagon out of the mud and complete the delivery.  

At times the muddy ruts were so deep that both passengers and cargo had to be shifted to one side to 

keep the wagon from tipping over.  A farmer's trip to Torrington in the early days was never easy, and 

almost always required moving at a slow walking pace. 

Toll Roads, Turnpikes and Shunpikes 

     As time went on, the dirt roads needed improvements.  In the 1800’s the use of government tax 

money was frowned upon, so the establishment of chartered privately-owned turnpikes was thought 

to be the answer.  Between 1795 and 1854, over 100 turnpikes were opened in Connecticut. The 

Reverend Joshua Williams, Harwinton's pastor and an adept businessman, took the lead by purchasing 

26 shares in the newly-organized Hartford Litchfield Turnpike, a toll road that ran from Burlington to 

the Litchfield-Harwinton town line (now routes 4 and 118).  Two toll booths were allowed per road and 

were set up where it was thought to be difficult to sneak past them. In exchange for the tolls, the road 

was to be kept in passable condition year-round.   

     The turnpike roads were 20 to 24 feet wide and, for the sake of the horses, attempts were made to 

lower the grade on hills.  Construction was by hand tools, usually of local manufacture.  In Harwinton, 

24 Bumper Road was an example of creating ruts in a road to help slow wagons on a steep descent. 

     A sign post still exists on the Harwinton Green that helped assure travelers that they were on the 

right road.  Over time, most turnpikes were not profitable.  Many people resented the tolls, and roads 

called "shunpikes" emerged that led people around the toll booths.  The turnpike concept faded away, 

as many went into bankruptcy and control reverted to the states. The Reverend Williams, who, with his 

26 shares was the largest shareholder of any investor in the Hartford-Litchfield Turnpike, probably did 

not profit from the venture.       See Sleighs, page 5 

Maintaining Today’s Dirt Roads 
Today the Harwinton Public Works Department continues to shape, grade, add gravel,  

and roll 3.5 miles of gravel roads numerous times throughout the year 

*****   Answer to Trivia Question on page 2: Frisbees   ***** 
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Sleighs, continued from page 4 

 In the barn museum, as you pass the Hooper wagon and 

look to your left and above you will see a sleigh 

suspended from the roof.  The sleigh was a winter 

alternative to a wagon.  Contrary to what many would 

think, winter weather offered some advantages over 

other seasons, especially spring mud.  Sleighs were used 

as much as possible because they provided a smooth ride 

and were not subject to tolls on the turnpikes.   

     If there was no snow on the frozen ground, water was poured on the runners to make it easy to pull 

the sleigh.  Some farmers replaced the wagon wheels with ski-like runners to make it easier for horses 

to pull.  Thick sleigh blankets were the common way for the riders to keep warm. 

Snow Rollers 

     When I was young, while watching a snow plow go by, my grandfather told me the story of using a 

snow roller in winter instead of a plow.  I saw my first such roller in the barn museum with a picture to 

show how it was used.  It looks like a large cylinder with a frame that could be hooked to horses or 

oxen. It was filled with cement or rocks to make it heavy, so that when pulled over a road, the snow 

would be packed solid for easier and smoother sleighing.   

     Snow was so important that many towns hired a snow warden to be sure that the snow was packed 

well enough for sleigh use.  If there were any covered bridges in the town, the warden was to be sure 

that enough snow was put on the bridge decks so that sleighs would not be stopped.  In some towns 

the snow roller was also used in early spring’s mud season to flatten the ruts made by wagon wheels.  

Snow rollers were used from the middle to the end of the 19th century.  Later the roller was connected 

to tractors and used to pack ski slopes.  At a ski area today, one can see the modern version of the 

snow roller still doing its job, though now it’s called a “grooming device.”  

     Sources Consulted:  Alice Morse Earle, Raymond Bentley, Wikipedia, Peter Vermilyea and Bill Capell. 

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

Interested in renewing your membership or becoming a new member of the Harwinton 

Historical Society?  Send the $15 annual membership fee to PO Box 84, Harwinton, CT 

06791. Please include your name, address, phone number and email address.  

 

Name (s): ______________________________________________________________________  

 

Address: _______________________________________________________________________  

 

Phone:  __________________________  Cell Phone: __________________________________  

 

Email: __________________________________________________________________________ 
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