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Dedication

Around Every Corner of Connecticut is dedicated to my father, who always wanted me to write a book. Well-read and smart, he was full of interesting nuggets of information during our long conversations. He enjoyed hearing about my travels while reporting and always had suggestions of new places for me to visit. I wish I could tell you all about Weir Farm, Dad. You were right; it really is spectacular.
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Sunset views from a boat off the coast of Westbrook.






Introduction

Sails, billowing from sleek boats in Long Island Sound. Vibrant colors on display from a unique overlook on a crisp day. A deer, peeking around a gnarled tree on a snowy path in the woods. Daffodils blooming around a historic home as birds chirp during those first days of warmth. This is Connecticut, a beautiful state to enjoy every season, all year long.

I started my news reporting job in the Nutmeg State in the late 1990s, focused on covering fires, accidents, crimes, you name it. But pretty soon, thanks to a series called Daytrippers, I began traveling the state, highlighting all it has to offer: the unique landmarks, the cool museums, the adventurous activities, and, of course, the gorgeous vistas from shoreline to farmland. I grew to love every nook and cranny of the state. And I grew a reputation too. As my expertise increased, friends and viewers would routinely reach out. “Hey, Sarah, relatives are coming to visit. Where should I take them?” I love this role and eventually realized I could share my knowledge with a wider audience through the written page. Hence, Around Every Corner of Connecticut was born!

So, if you’re home with the family, looking for something unique to do, allow me to help. This book, split into fun, seasonal sections, provides a comprehensive look at my favorite locations from the Litchfield Hills to New London’s shores. Take a friendly llama for a hike, or spy a majestic bald eagle sitting in a tree on the banks of the Connecticut River. Maybe a sleigh ride through a snowy pasture is more your speed. Speaking of speed, did you know you can take an adventurous UTV ride, right here in our state? And guess what? Connecticut even boasts a Dinosaur Trail! If your kids are anything like my boys, they’ll love it.

Over my twenty-five years in the media business here in Connecticut, I’ve been lucky enough to rack up a virtual Rolodex of amazing contacts who can speak wisely about our beautiful landscape and interesting museums. As John Proto, executive director of the Shore Line Trolley Museum, says, these destinations aren’t just about fun (although that’s certainly important). They’re integral to our education. They boost our local economy.

I grew up in Carlisle, Massachusetts, next to Concord, and had a strong attachment to the history of the area. Strolling over the North Bridge and past Nathaniel Hawthorne’s house was a common route for me. In fact, I worked summers giving tours at the Orchard House, where author Louisa May Alcott wrote the classic Little Women. It was a family affair. My mother worked at the museum for forty years. So colonial homes and old stories are in my blood. While I love zipping through the trees or riding a Segway around the shoreline, I really got a kick out of learning more about the state’s history as this book unfolded. And during these tumultuous, changing times, I was intrigued to learn more about Connecticut’s early social justice warriors like Harriet Beecher Stowe, writing in the 1800s about racial inequality. There were other women, way ahead of their time, making strides in a man’s world. Read ahead to learn about the significant contributions of Frances Osborne Kellogg, Theodate Pope Riddle, and Martha A. Parsons—all leaders in their fields.
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Sailboat races in Essex harbor.



While writing this book, I revisited spots that I knew well, places like the Mystic Seaport Museum and the Dinosaur Place, where I had cherished memories with my family. But I also found new destinations, such as the Old Drake Bridge and the Glebe House, which piqued my interest and led me to learning more about this state, now my home, better than ever before. And it was an interesting time to write Around Every Corner of Connecticut, when some destinations had reinvented themselves during the pandemic, creating ways to stay open while keeping visitors safe. Many of those tactics proved successful and stuck, breathing new life and creativity into existing experiences.

I have always been passionate about covering issues surrounding those with special needs. So this book provides activities and locations for people of all abilities, highlighting places where everyone can thrive, learn, and relax. You will read the term “ADA compliant” when I write about the many locations that have adhered to the Americans with Disabilities Act, providing accommodations and access to those who may require special accommodations. In writing this book, I discovered that this has been nearly impossible for some of our historic destinations, but many are working to improve conditions where they can and are willing to work with families to find solutions.

Don’t expect this to be your average guidebook! Around Every Corner of Connecticut features interviews with museum directors, history buffs, authors, and farmers—all the wonderful people who make our lively tourism scene tick. Their insight gives our locations a perspective and personality that are truly unique. Plus, you’ll find some personal recommendations from this mom of two spirited boys who were always on the go: skiing at our local resorts, ziplining through the trees, and reaching into every available touch tank. I’ve even included some personal photos from our treasured outings over the years.

Let’s find an adventure around every corner! There are so many incredible places to explore.
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Fields of Essex in the winter snow
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Winter

When the days get shorter and the temperatures drop, don’t just grab a blanket, turn on the TV, and hibernate. Connecticut boasts some great spots for outdoor activities from cross-country skiing to ice fishing. So don the winter coat, gloves, hat, and maybe binoculars, and find a cold-weather adventure to beat the winter blues!

Essex: The holiday season brings a special glow to this beautiful town; the main street is lined with white lights, illuminating the historic homes and quaint shops. It’s a time that brings tons of tourists to a spot just outside the village, the Essex Steam Train & Riverboat (www.essexsteamtrain.com), which hosts the North Pole Express. Over the years, this has grown into an incredibly popular holiday tradition for thousands of visitors each season. Making a reservation is like buying a ticket to the newest, hottest concert! You have to act fast! All reservations are now made online. Board at the station, swathed in decorations, for an interactive trip to the North Pole, featuring elves that sing and tell stories, along with a visit from Mr. and Mrs. Claus. “We present a good family-oriented event. Everyone can come: Grandma, Grandpa, aunts, uncles, cousins,” says Bob Wuchert, vice president of Essex Steam Train & Riverboat. “It’s beautiful, just seeing the faces of the children, even the parents. Maybe they were here thirty or forty years ago for their first Santa train experience and they’re back with their children.” It is truly a magical experience, one that we enjoyed with our two sons for many years. The station is ADA compliant, but the restored historic trains were not built with accessibility in mind. It is possible for those with mobility issues to contact Customer Service to discuss options for riding the train. Down the way at the Connecticut River Museum (www.ctrivermuseum.org), the fun surrounding locomotives continues. An annual train show, created by local artist Steve Cryan, delights visitors young and old. Cryan, a musician, painter, and tour guide, builds an intricate display that’s really incredible. “It’s full of detail and hilarity. It’s a wonderful place for people of all generations to come and really look, look again, and look even more closely to find every tiny detail,” says Elizabeth Kaeser, executive director of the museum. Several HO scale model trains chug past seascapes and through the countryside on the main layout. Cryan funnels his sense of humor into an I-Spy game where participants must look hard to find dinosaurs or Santas nestled into the mini landscape. The museum sports an elevator, making it possible for those in a wheelchair to see the display. Folks can also take a Winter Wildlife Eagle Cruise during February and March on Riverquest, acquired by the museum in 2022. “Riverquest stays on the water year-round when most people pack their boats up,” says Kaeser. “When the Riverquest goes out, there really aren’t any other watercraft out there, and it feels like nothing else.” These cruises are a great way to enjoy winter on the water and spy majestic bald eagles, our nation’s symbol of freedom, flying through the sky or sitting in a tree. “You get to see how they look and how they swoop and soar; it’s incredible,” says Kaeser. Essex now sports some resident bald eagles, but birds from all around make their way to this area due to its brackish water that never fully freezes, making it easy for the birds to fish and eat. An on-board naturalist shares interesting facts and stories. Bundle up! Coffee and binoculars are included in the ticket price. The boat cruises are accessible for most mobility levels. (Learn more about Riverquest in the “Fall” section of this book.)
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Left: Every winter, see an intricate toy train display at the Connecticut River Museum. Right: My sons, Sam and Ben, enjoy a ride on the North Pole Express with Mrs. Claus.
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Left: Connecticut offers some great spots for cutting down your own Christmas tree. Right: Each year, thousands of visitors to the Essex Steam Train ride the North Pole Express. Tom Nanos Photography
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A beautiful bald eagle rests atop a tree along the Connecticut River.



Haddam: Another place to spot these majestic birds is, appropriately, Eagle Landing State Park (portal.ct.gov/DEEP/State-Parks/Parks/Eagle-Landing-State-Park), a gorgeous spot with sixteen acres along the Connecticut River sporting incredible views of the Goodspeed Opera House (www.goodspeed.org) and the famous swing bridge. “You can see beyond the bridge, up to the mouth of the Salmon River,” says Jerry Connolly, who owns the Audubon Shop (www.theaudubonshop.com) in Madison along with his wife, Janet. Each year they bring a group to this area, one of Connecticut’s newest state parks, to view bald eagles. “For the last dozen years, there’s been an eagle’s nest at the end of the airstrip across the way in East Haddam,” he says, explaining the unique landscape that includes a small airport. “They return to the same nest each year, the male and the female, and they remain mated for life.” Tour boats also come and go from this vantage point. The park includes walkways and docks that help folks relax and enjoy this unique area, but it is not accessible for those with mobility issues. Other natural spots in town, Haddam Island State Park (portal.ct.gov/DEEP/State-Parks/Locate-Park-Forest/Other-State-Parks-and-Forests#HaddamIsl), Haddam Meadows State Park (portal.ct.gov/DEEP/State-Parks/Parks/Haddam-Meadows-State-Park), and George Dudley Seymour State Park (portal.ct.gov/DEEP/State-Parks/Parks/George-Dudley-Seymour-State-Park) allow visitors the chance to bird-watch, fish, and go boating. Also, be sure to check out Cockaponset State Forest (portal.ct.gov/DEEP/State-Parks/Forests/Cockaponset-State-Forest), Connecticut’s second-largest state forest, great for cross-country skiing and snowmobiling in wintertime.
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During the holiday season, downtown Chester is alive with glowing stars.



Chester: What started as a pandemic project, bringing light to the lovely village of Chester, has grown and expanded to now be part of the town’s fabric. Starry Nights (www.visitchesterct.com/comeseestarrynights) started as a bunch of sponsored stars, bought then displayed in honor of a loved one. But now, more than 150 stars adorn shops, restaurants, stone walls, and more to make this already beautiful downtown stretch seem downright magical in the winter. Additionally, peruse the Chester Holiday Market (www.visitchesterct.com/events/chester-holiday-market-af5r3) each Sunday between Thanksgiving and Christmas in the village. Find foods like baked goods and cheeses, along with craft items. Occasionally, Mrs. Claus will even stroll through the crowd. Finally, on a Sunday prior to Christmas, locals flock to the downtown area to see Santa cruise into town on a fire truck to visit eager children. Another unique spot in Chester is Chakana Sky Alpacas (www.chakanaskyalpacas.com), an unassuming farm with a big mission. Owner Bill Bernhart named his farm to honor the indigenous people of the Andes Mountains, the native home of alpacas. Seventeen furry residents roam the fields, greeting people in a display of what Bernhart calls Farm Tourism. “When COVID hit, I decided to pivot and switch to private visits by appointment to give people a safe and fun place to go. It worked out really well,” he says, noting that he saw about eighteen hundred people in three years. “Alpacas are native to South America. Though they’ve been domesticated for a good thousand years or more, they’re still basically at heart a wild animal. They’re very cautious with humans until you’ve built up a level of trust.” Bernhart believes they really like the small visitors. “They’re very curious about young kids because they’re basically at eye level with the alpacas. They appreciate that. They don’t find that threatening. They usually give kids an alpaca kiss,” he says. An on-site “Paca-tique” sells products made of alpaca fiber. The farm is accessible by wheelchair or walker. Bernhart has future plans to start Alpaca Walks, where folks lead the animal on a stroll around the property.

Deep River: The third town in this tri-town area also offers some interesting winter fun. Bushy Hill Nature Center (www.bushyhill.org), located at the Incarnation Center, sports 740 acres with incredible hiking trails past streams and native plants, open to the public September through June. See woodlands, wetlands, and a fascinating wigwam site. I’ve always particularly loved the Maple Sugar Shack House, emitting incredible scents during February and March, teaching the public the fine art of making syrup. “Especially right now, with the sustainability movement and getting back to your roots, it connects you to that old world,” says former director Jen Malaguti, now head teacher at the Steward School, on Bushy Hill’s property. “This is a gift the Native Americans gave us. It’s cross cultures now. It’s a nice way to see how nature and humans can interact.” During open-house weekends and school tours, naturalists at Bushy Hill teach the process of making sap into our favorite topping for pancakes and waffles. They tap trees and then show how the sap is boiled down, over many hours, to become syrup. It’s a great activity for all family members—including those of all abilities—and folks can head home with pints and half-pints of delicious New England syrup. This quaint town along the Connecticut River is also home to a unique spot that shares history, provides great shopping, and gives sanctuary to animals. The Pandemonium Rainforest Project (www.pandemoniumrainforestproject.org) is housed in an original Pratt Reed Ivory Mill. In the 1900s Deep River was home to the largest ivory trade in the United States. When founder Allison Sloane bought this building in 2021, her mission was to preserve the complicated history of the twelve-thousand-square-foot space while also, now, using it for good. “We want to teach people that this is a very precious, very small Earth, and we need to look toward our history for our future,” says Sloane. Today this spot, which once exploited elephants, is used as an animal sanctuary. Money raised in the massive thrift shop supports rescued parrots and reptiles, on display for visitors to see. This location also boasts a cozy library, a café, a koi pond, a museum, and an outdoor space for musicians. It’s fast becoming a destination. “We have people coming from all over New England now,” says Sloane. “It’s so exciting.” The upstairs of the mill and the animal sanctuary are wheelchair accessible.
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Left: See how trees are tapped and maple syrup is made at Bushy Hill Nature Center in Deep River. Top right and bottom right: This large thrift store with a library, café, and animal sanctuary is fast becoming a popular destination.
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Rob Lamothe runs the largest commercial maple syrup–making operation in Connecticut.



Burlington: Another place to experience maple sugaring toward the end of winter is Lamothe’s Sugar House (www.lamothesugarhouse.com). Rob Lamothe started producing syrup on his small working farm in 1971, with seven taps and an open fire. One day, a man asked if he could buy a quart of syrup. “I sold it to him. He was delighted; so was I. I knew we could make a business of it,” he says. Now he runs the largest commercial syrup-making operation in the state. “We’ve got twenty-six miles of tubing in the woods and fiftysix hundred taps out,” he says. He also has a state-of-the-art facility where the scientific process of filtering and purifying takes place. When the sap is running, this destination holds demonstrations for the public. “Our tour is free; the kids get lollipops, and the parents get hot coffee or mulled cider. What they get out of it is genuine New England charm,” says Lamothe. Peruse the gift shop with syrup and tons of maple candy! The shop and production floor are wheelchair accessible. Nearby, find Sessions Woods Wildlife Management Area (portal.ct.gov/DEEP/Wildlife/Wildlife-Mangement-Areas/Sessions-Woods-Wildlife-Management-Area), where you can hike trails, check out a beaver dam, and explore an observation tower. Visitors are advised to be “Bear Aware” and to learn safety practices, in case they encounter this animal, before embarking on the trails. There are also indoor exhibits, intended to educate visitors and encourage them to peacefully coexist with area wildlife that has lost much of its natural habitat to development. Sessions Woods routinely hosts school groups and puts on demonstrations for the public. Folks can visit this location, which is ADA compliant, entirely for free. And don’t miss a stop at a beloved location, Hogan’s Cider Mill (www.hoganscidermill.com), which opens for the season in February. Folks in wheelchairs are able to access the outdoor grounds and the first floor of the barns. But this spot is best known for its fascinating cidermaking demonstrations in the fall. (See “Unique Outings for Fall” for more information.)
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The Prospector, employing those of all abilities, is a state-of-the-art first-run movie theater.
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Discover new artists at the Aldrich Contemporary Art Museum. Jason Mandella



Ridgefield: The colder months are a great time to catch up on that movie intake. My favorite theater in the state just happens to be in the historic town of Ridgefield. The Prospector (www.prospectortheater.org) started as a movie theater providing meaningful employment to those of all abilities. “This was started because there’s still a staggering figure in the country that roughly 80 percent of Americans with disabilities don’t have jobs. We don’t think that’s OK,” says Director of Operations and Technology Ryan Wenke, noting that the employees, called “Prospects,” are paired with whatever job will allow them to “sparkle.” “We teach and train through a wide array of jobs. We have box office concessions, a café, and a kitchen. We have a production team that films inhouse videos that show before the movies. We have a landscaping team.” Thus far, more than three hundred people of all abilities have been employed here. This cool mission is matched by its cool location, built prior to opening in 2014. “It was very important to us to have a building that matched the beauty of our mission and the people that work here,” says Wenke, describing the light, bright lobby, filled with sculptures and mosaics. Folks often dress up like Spider-Man or Darth Vader at this first-run theater. And you might just hear the tunes of a local band playing in the lobby. It’s just got a fantastic vibe. The theater serves some great food too. During the shutdown of the pandemic, the Prospector, a nonprofit, spread its wings, producing delicious gourmet popcorn, now being shipped all around the country. The twenty-six-thousand-square-foot facility with state-of-the-art projectors is fully accessible for those with physical disabilities. It’s in the heart of Ridgefield’s gorgeous downtown, with tons of vibrant restaurants and shops. Find more culture at the Ridgefield Playhouse (www.ridgefieldplayhouse.org), featuring shows by such famous artists as Keb Mo’, Rita Rudner, and the Glenn Miller Orchestra, along with children’s programs and first-run movies. The playhouse is accessible to all. Also peruse the sights at the Aldrich Contemporary Art Museum (www.thealdrich.org), known to show cutting-edge pieces. “The Aldrich is a really special place. We’re one of the oldest contemporary art museums in the country. We are an incubator for contemporary art. So we’re really the place you’re going to go to discover new artists,” says Director of Marketing and Communications Emily Devoe. “We’re the only museum dedicated solely to presenting contemporary art in the state of Connecticut.” The museum is open year-round every day of the week except Tuesday. On the third Saturday of every month, admission is free to the public, with special tours and family programs. Folks can also create their own art in an on-site studio. This location is fully accessible.

Litchfield: Looking for a quintessential New England town, perfect for a brisk walk that leads to buying holiday presents then a cozy dinner in front of a fire? Look no further than beautiful Litchfield (www.visitlitchfieldct.com), known as a Connecticut gem, with a picturesque main street and town green. “We have a festive holiday stroll every year. Folks mill about in town. We have carol singing with the high school students. We have a tree lighting, and the local historical society has an ornament-making workshop for the kids,” says Lindsey Turner, vice chair of the Litchfield Economic Development Commission, which runs VisitLitchfieldCT.com, developed during the pandemic. “Litchfield is such an extraordinary place, and people don’t even know it is here. We want to curate experiences for people so that they know what to do. You come into a new town, you might drive through and have no idea what there is for you to do. We want people to feel like their hands are held a little bit with that experience.” Find at least six antiques shops, as well as establishments for clothes, flowers, and home decor. But Litchfield’s charm extends well beyond the downtown area. The White Memorial Conservation Center (www.whitememorialcc.org) offers four thousand acres of outdoor fun in nature. From birding to biking, there are activities for every season. There’s an incredible boardwalk trail around a pond. And in winter it’s a very special place to break out the cross-country skis and traverse more than forty miles of trails through both wooded areas and gorgeous fields. “Litchfield’s natural resources are one of our biggest assets. I think it’s something that draws people to live here and also visit here,” says Turner, who also mentions Topsmead State Forest (portal.ct.gov/DEEP/State-Parks/Forests/Topsmead-State-Forest) as a unique destination. Named for its location atop a meadow, the property includes a beautiful English Tudor–style house, built in 1925. In the offseason, enjoy hiking, birding, and cross-country skiing on the grounds. “It’s just spectacular,” says Turner. Head to Bees, Fleas & Trees (www.beesfleasandtrees.com) to pick out the perfect Christmas tree. Kids can write letters to Santa Claus as they drink some creamy hot chocolate. “While it is a historic town, it’s a living, breathing, vibrant place,” says Turner. “I want everybody to experience just a snippet of the joy it is to live here.”
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The streets of downtown Litchfield are particularly charming in the wintertime.



Morris: Next door to Litchfield, Morris is known for a sport that requires patience, warm clothes, and quick hands: ice fishing. Icy Bantam Lake is a popular spot for setting up camp, and when I say “camp,” some people go all out. Think tents, stoves, firepits, and spreads of gourmet food. Experts say bass, pike, perch, and trout usually bite the most during the morning hours. Enthusiasts drill a hole in the ice with a manual auger. Folks place a tip-up over each hole. This is an apparatus including a reel, a line, and an orange “alert” flag that pops up when a fish is hooked. Then participants rely on a ruler! Per state requirement, “keepers” must be at least twenty-eight inches long. “Here at Bantam Lake, the largest natural lake in Connecticut, you just drive up, park in a dirt parking area, and the lake is all around you. It’s amazing, and I don’t think people realize the level of access there is to Bantam Lake,” says Doug Clement, a writer who lives in Morris. “When you get
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UNIQUE OUTINGS FOR WINTER
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