
Chapter 26: “Wilimentuck” Land of the Swift  Running Waters 
 

 In the year 1677 or thereabouts, the Mohegan Chief Sachem, Uncas Attawanhood (who 

we believed was first to inhabit some of the land of Connecticut) gave or sold some of the land to 

the English.  

 One of the first Englishmen to make friends with the Mohegans was a Mr. Leffingwell. 

Mr. Leffingwell helped the Mohegans in their war with the Narragansetts from Rhode Island by 

putting a piece of meat on a tall pole which meant that they had food so the Narragansetts could 

not starve them out.  For this, Uncas gave Mr. Leffingingwell land and when he settled on it. The 

land might have been the beginning of Norwich.  The Leffingwells were very rich, and when my 

uncle Francis Brown worked for a Mr. Leslie Leffingwell, many years later, he was one of the 

first to drive an automobile, as Mr. Leffington was one of the first people to buy an automobile.   

      The Narragansett Sachem, Mianamus, wanted to kill Uncas and take the land away but the 

English came to the rescue of Uncas and the Mohegans.  They killed Miananamus, and the 

Narragansetts ran back to Rhode Island.    At least we know of land from Uncas to us here in the 

Windhams as he awarded land east of the Willimantic River to sixteen men from Norwich: 

Joshua Ripley, Jonathan Hough, Jonathan Crane, Jonathan Jennings, Joseph Huntington, Samuel 

Hyde, Thomas Huntingon, Will Backus, John Learrabe, Thomas Bingham, John Reed, John 

Rogers, John Backus, Jeremiah Ripley, and  John Cars.  This land was   to be given to them only 

after the death of his son, Joshua.  Some of these men from Norwich did not want to live on the 

land, so they sold it to others. Some of this land today is known as Joshua’s Trust and it is to 

conserve the forest as it was in the beginning.   

 Uncas wanted his son, Joshua and his people to be able to hunt and fish for food as they 

did before the Englishmen came to America.  The Nipmunk natives were on the land, too, and 

we still have the Nipmunk Trail. The first paths we had were Indian trails, (trod down paths), 



bridal paths (from horses), horse-back riders (mail carriers),  foot travelers and cart road paths 

from stage coaches,  and there was even  a cart called the butter-cart, which carried goods.  It 

wasn’t just the wild, wild west that had these things, but Willimantic did, as well, in its by-gone-

days. 

 From Norwich there was the “old Greenwich Path” that was a native trail for Windham, 

Plainfield, and Canterbury, and a path from Boston, Massachusetts, Providence, Warwick, and 

West Greenwich, Rhode Island.  The path also went to Plainfield and New York. 

 Just because Willimantic was a wilderness did not mean that the whole country was.  The 

Pilgrims landed at Plymouth Rock in Massachusetts, in 1620, to work (for seven years) for the 

Virginia Company.  The Dutch of the West India Company (a Massachusetts Bay Company) 

came in 1623; The Puritans established Salem, Mass, in 1628.  Providence, Rhode Island was 

established in 1636.  The first stagecoach was in 1768 from Providence to Norwich. 

 In 1639, Thomas Hooker founded Connecticut and also in 1639, Connecticut adopted the 

first formal constitution (a republic of fundamental orders) with delegates from Hartford, 

Wethersfield and Windsor.  So even though Willimantic was still a wilderness, the newcomers 

had to follow the rules.  They had to get permission before building etc.     

     In 1733, there was only Connecticut, Rhode Island, Massachusetts, and New Hampshire in 

New England.  There was no Vermont or Maine as these territories were listed with the 

Massachusetts Bay Colonies.  These four states were part of the thirteen original colonies and the 

other states were New York, New Jersey, Pennsylvania, Delaware, Maryland, Virginia, South 

Carolina and Georgia.  Parts of West Virginia was really a part of Maryland and only some part 

was from Virginia. 



 As the other towns in America started slowly, family by family, and house by house, 

Willimantic started slowly also.  There were two houses on the main path to begin with, and as 

more houses were added, in 1692 it became a village (a collection of houses in a country setting).  

Because it was on the main path, the travelers had to have a place to rest and to eat and drink.  So 

just about every house in Willimantic was a way station with a tavern.   In 1760, the people who 

had tavern licenses in the area were many: James Lassell, Paul Hebard (Hebard’s Tavern), Ann 

Warner, Elias Frink, Ebenezer Bingham, David Ripley, Jacob Simmons, Ebenezer Griffin, 

Stephen Fitch (one of the oldest houses), Jabez Kingsley, John Parrish, Samuel Silsby, and 

Mercy Fitch of Windham Green.  In 1761, taverns were licensed to Abner Flint, Eleazer Cay, 

John Howard, Nehemiah Tinker, Ed Badger, and Nat Lincoln.   

 In Windham in 1760, other commodies besides alcoholic drinks were produced, 

including wool, hemp, flax, tobacco, butter and cheese, wheat, and cereals. In 1761 more taverns 

were licensed to newcomers: Abner Flint, Eleazer Cay, John Howard, Nehemiah Tinker, Ed 

Badger and Nat Lincoln.  The people here during the early years were all Englishmen.  In 1763, 

the end of the French Indian War came, and in 1776, the Revolutionary War ended. giving the 

American people plenty to celebrate.  The results of these wars gave plenty of reason for people 

to celebrate.  America was free from British control and all the states were united into the United 

States of America – free and independent. We have our Declaration of Independence to prove it.   

 So the people of  the City of Willimantic, in the Town of Windham, in the State of 

Connecticut had plenty of reason to celebrate.  According to Larned (1880-1899), social  life in 

Windham was hilarity, feasting and merry making with a free and generous style of living by the 

upper Circle, which were English.  After the Revolutionary War, there was much looseness of 

morals and manners, upheaval and commotion.  Tthat is how the east end of Willimantic got the 



name of Sodom, and from the other end of the town, it was always referred to as “Down 

Sodom.”   

 Later in 1833, when Willimantic was a Borough (a town incorporated for purposes of 

self-governing), the land that the Mohegan Sachem gave to several men which  became 

Willimantic was written up as follows:  “beginning at the west end of Horse-Shoe Bridge (so 

called because the Natchaug River takes a turn around like a horseshoe right there) thence 

running north-easterly to the brook where it crosses the road by a white oak tree on the edge of 

the hill north of the house now occupied by Salem Rider, thence westerly to the northwest corner 

of the burying ground, thence southeasterly South 51 ½ degrees west to Lebanon line, thence to 

the point where the Lebanon line intersects the Card road (so called) thence to a white oak tree 

on the east side of lands of Messrs. A.W. and S. Jillson, thence by said Jillson’s lands northerly 

forty-five rods to the Windham and Coventry turnpike road and thence northwesterly to the west  

end of said Horse-Shoe bridge, the place of the beginning” constitutes the boundries.  

 Willimantic is approximately 27.9 square miles of land.  Windham Center was the 

beginning of the springtime of the awakening of our area in Connecticut.  We know John Cates 

was here first because there is a gravestone leftin his memory.  He came here with his negro 

servant, Joe Ginne in perhaps 1689. 

 It is believed that a man named Thomas Hartshorn (a mill wright from Massachusetts) 

was the first settler on the Natchaug River, just  about where the Natchaug River joins the 

Willimantic River.  Some say the first building was a sawmill and some say a grist mill was 

build in 1706 and the first house built was in 1710, so it sounds right.  We have wonderful trees: 

oak, birch, white pine, maple,  elm (according to Tony Clark, only the original elm trees were 



killed by a blight, but the elm trees we have are Japanese elm),  nut trees, weeping willows and 

many more beautiful trees.  Some of our trees are very very tall. 

 Our city of Willimantic was first called a ‘village’’ (a place where a few houses are 

grouped together), and was called Willimantic Falls because the Willimantic River falls  ninety-

one feet in less than a mile.  Wilimentuck is a Mohegan name for "fast running waters" or "land 

of swift running water."  In order to make clothes, people first had to spin (twist) the wool, 

cotton or flax into thread, then have a loom on which thread can be woven into a fabric.  This 

work was all done by hand.  Thousands of years ago, the simple way was the use of a distaff and 

spindle, which made a single thread at a time.  Then came the spinning jenny (in 1767) that spun 

out 8-10 threads at once by a single workman.  Imagine that perhaps the early settlers in our area 

made their clothing by this method.    

     The Natchaug River comes from up north and the land of Mansfield and is the boundary 

between Willimantic and Windham.  The Willimantic River comes all the way from Stafford 

Springs.  The Middle River and the Furnace River come together to make the Willimantic River.  

The Hop River in Columbia joined the Willimantic River.  (info from Scott Beattie).  When the 

Natchaug  River which runs south meets the Willimantic River at the east end of the land (we 

now call Rec Park) they form the Shetucket River.  When the Shetucket River was very, very 

low, a big pile of rocks, which were grouped together in the middle of the rivers, were called 

"rock island."  People used the rocks to sunbathe (this info from Al Wojick).  

 The Shetucket River flows south and joins the Quinebaug River at Norwichtown.  Then it 

becomes the Thames River which goes through Norwich to the open ocean, and that is why 

Willimantic has hundreds of seagulls in the winter looking for food.  The rivers are another 

reason why Willimantic is so closely connected with Norwich.        



 Certain water privileges were given to some people for a saw mill, (for homes, I presume, 

although a lot of buildings, homes, stores, mills etc were made out of the gray stones from the 

river.)  The gneiss stone was primary in land near the ocean in the east,  Norwich, New London, 

and Rhode Island and Willimantic. These places were the only inlands that that got gneiss rock, 

except for an area south/east of Willimantic in Colchester.  

 Willimantic bedrock is gneiss (including granitic gneiss), schist and quartzite, Hope 

Valley belt, proterozoic Z age) according to the Connecticut Geological & Natural History 

Survey in 1989.  Dr. Clebnik, ECSU, in Joshua’s Track Walk Book, says schist and gneiss are 

particular verities common in the area. They used a water wheel like people in England did, a 

carding machine (for clothing) and a paper mill because paper is very important for many things 

such as writing documents, news and mail.   

     The first company houses were on lower Main Street and one of the houses (in which Barry 

Trainor’s grandparents lived later on) was used as an office for a mill, which I believe was 

owned by the Smith Family.  There was a road called Factory Road across the main street from 

Elm Street, and this went to the factory.  Both the mill and road was washed out by a flood, I 

believe.   

     On the corner of Elm and Main, there was one of the earliest houses called Mrs. Smith’s 

house.  Many years later the house was moved to Chapman Street, and then to, I believe, 

Sturbridge for preservation by Mrs. Smith’s daughter, Lucy, and her husband.  The Smith family 

lived across the street from us on Ash Street and the Smith’s owned a lot of land on both sides of 

Ash Street.  Lucy was my older sister’s age and her father was very old and wore a black 

cutaway suit and black hat all the time.  Mrs.Smith was much younger. 



 The first cotton mills I can find records on in Willimantic are the Jillson Brother’s mills 

in 1824.  Then in 1854, I find that the Willimantic Linen Company was bought by three men: 

Dunham , Capen, and Ives.   

 We have three streets named in their honor across from the mills on Main Street.   

Chapman Street was a hill and called "side hill."   When the owners of the mills wanted to put in 

a street, the one called Ives Street, they had some  men,  including Sammy Bonafine’s  family ,  

dig out  the hill with a pick, shovel, and pails to carry the dirt away.  That is how one side of Ives 

Street came  about.  The truth of  it is the fact that many houses on Chapman Street do not have a 

back yard.    

 The mill owners converted the linen factory  to machinery for spinning cotton which they 

got from down south in the United States which came to them by railroad.  In 1860, they built 

tenements on Carey Hill for their Irish workers, and they built the Elms Boarding House for 

single women workers who they had gone to other states north of Connecticut to hire.  They sent 

a black vehicle called the Black Maria to bring the girls down to work (or so Iwas told).       

 The company built a dye house and bleachery in 1870, a boiler house, and a store house.  

They did very good for their workers.  Several years after that, they built a company store for 

meats and groceries, a hat shop, offices  (where my Aunt Cal worked) and a library called the 

Dunham Library, located on the second floor, and which was opened from 1880 to 1936 (my 

little sister and I used to go there when they were giving the books away).  They had 9000 

volumes given to other libraries, schools, employees and children. 

 So in 1898, the English Sewing Company  purchased  the Willimantic Linen Company 

(called the Windham Mills), as well as other mills, and  combined them to form the American 

Thread Company, which was British owned.  In 1985, the American Thread Company went 



south, to North Carolina, for the cotton and longer daylight hours.  This move kept many 

Willimantic people out of work.  The Spanish people from Puerto Rico, about eight hundred and 

fifty workers, were the last to work there, as compared to the two thousand and fifty people who 

used to work there. 

 The Jillson and Linen Company were not the only mills in Willimantic.  On the corner of 

North and Valley Streets, we had the Windham Silk Company  (made from silk worms). 

Between North and Temple Streets, we had the Holland Silk Mill and  the Windham 

Manufactering Co. two buildings on both sides of Bridge Street. There was a foundry on 

Mansfield Avenue (where my father worked when he was thirteen years old and my brother-in-

law Norbie Ives worked later on).  Many, many children, some as young as eight or nine years 

worked at the Willimantic Linen Company, and  the vice-president William Barrows, started the 

idea of the "coffee break" for children workers.  The Smithville Company was on the West end  

and I don’t know where the Clark and Gay Mills were or the W.G. &  A.R. Morrisson Silk 

Company was.  

     After the cotton and silk mills left town, the buildings were used by others.  Brand-Rex was in 

the building in the North and Valley building until  they moved.  The factory building at the 

corner of Valley and Bank Streets housed the Trade School for older students and a Kindergarten 

for young children in the 1950’s. This was the A.G.Turner Silk Mfg Co. in 1886.    

 Of course, some of the buildings were torn down, and in the 1970’s, many homes and 

buildings.  Whole blocks were torn down for Revitalization, which did not come to pass.  We 

lost Center Street, Temple Street, Broad Street, Part of Union Street, Jackson Street, and Valley 

Street from near Church Street to Jackson Street, which is now a parcel of land. 

 

 



Chapter 27: Ackley Express 

 I don’t recall how I got the job, but I got the job as secretary for the guy, Forrest 

Ackley. We had met at Kerman’s Drive-In. He ran a trucking business and had big trailers that  

went all over the State of  Connecticut, as well as a freight.  At night, the truck went to Bradley 

Airport with his airfreight. 

              I worked from 5:00 PM until midnight.  The trucks came in all hours of the night.  Most 

nights after I finished work, the boss took me out for something to eat.  I didn’t think anything of 

it because I knew he used to take workers out for lunch at Kerman’s where I used to work, but 

evidently other people thought we were dating.  We were not.  His wife was divorcing him, but I 

didn’t have anything to do with it. 

            One day, his wife came into the office and sat her eight month old daughter on my type- 

writer.  That little girl and I made a connection through our eyes, and for years when she was 

growing up, she called me "mommy."  Whenever the boss took his kids anywhere, he took me as 

well, so I could help out.   The little girl would not let me out of her sight and always wanted to 

sit on my lap.  The boss also had a son eight years older than the little girl.  We always had lots 

of fun, and I loved those kids.   

            At the terminal, I also had a couple of little dogs.  The boss gave me a chihuahua. This 

very little dog sat on my lap while I typed.  I couldn’t take it home though.  One day when I went 

to work, the dog was gone.  They gave it away because the drivers thought they would run over 

it someday.  There was another dog named Jody, and then I had another Jody.  Then someone 

gave me a three-legged dog that was born that way.  The mechanic made the dog a wooden leg 

with straps and he could walk better now.  I had this dog for awhile, until it disappeared like the 

other one. 



            The biggest thing that happened to me while I worked there was my plane ride to 

Rockland Lake.  My friend, Patsy, had one child, and asked me to babysit while she went to the 

hospital to have another child.  I said, “Yes” with the boss’s permission, and the boss even 

arranged for me to fly there when she went to the hospital.  As soon as the phone call came into 

the office, one of the guys drove me to the Willimantic airport where a small plane was ready to 

take me for a ride.  The guy driving me in the car to the airport told me about every airplane 

accident he ever heard about, so I was in a bad mood when I boarded the plane. 

 I was a wreck.  Nice guy!!!  When I got in the plane – a very small two-seater, I 

thought the door looked like it wasn’t latched good.  Even though the pilot said it was 

OK, I  hung onto the bar in the front, and also held onto the bar in back of me.  When I got = 

off the plane, I had deep nail marks in both my hands.   

           Rockland is in the country, and the only landing field was a mud hole, so the pilot had to 

keep on circling a field to find a place to land.  He dipped over on one side and then dipped over 

on the other side, while circling the field to find a place to land.  I was petrified. When the pilot 

landed and I got out of the plane, my legs were rubbery and I could hardly walk.  The people on 

the ground waiting for me couldn’t stop laughing.  Would I ever take another small plane ride?  I 

don’t think so. 

 I worked for Forrest Ackley at Ackley's Express for two years.  He was someone I knew 

when I worked at Kerman's Drive-In.  He used to bring some of his workers there, and treat them 

for lunch. When he used to take me to the Rock Garden after work, which was midnight, for 

something to eat, or go places to help him with his young children, I didn't think it was a date.   

 We went to the Big E in Springfield every year, and later he started taking me out to 

banquets and parties of people he did business with, like Brand-Rex for instance.  He also took 



me to a formal dinner and dance for somebody at the American Legion.  I would get all dressed 

up, and if some guy asked me to dance, I would put on my coat and be home before I knew it.  I 

always lived with my mother and he would take me home at eleven o' clock at night.    

 At some functions, Forrest would leave me sitting in a corner somewhere so he could sit 

with people who like to talk risqué (telling jokes).  I didn't like that kind of talk.  One night at a 

nice dinner and dance for Brand-Rex in New London, a guy came up to me and asked me to 

dance, so I said OK and the guy said, "Watch this, your boyfriend will be here in a second," and 

sure enough, he came right over and cut in so I guess everyone knew what he was like.   

 I went out with Forrest Ackley for eight years.  He picked the children up every weekend 

and we would go someplace and have fun.  One day we went to Block Island with his children 

and his parents.  Going out with him was one thing, but marrying him was a different story.   

 Marrying him was my big mistake.  He wanted me to stay home all the time while he 

went out.  He would get all dressed up in his American Legion suit and say, "OK, you're mad at 

me (which I wasn't), so you can't go with me."  One night I laughed in his face because I didn't 

even want to go.  I was not a party person. One day, years later, a guy at ECSU said to me in 

disbelief, "You were married to Cy Ackley?  I've known him for many, many years and I never 

saw you before."  Of course not.  He wanted to put me in his pocket and keep me there.  

  The marriage only lasted for two years because he did the unmentionable:  he 

took a lady (no need to mention the name) on a boat, to My Island, Fishers Island, and spent the 

night.  I sat up in the window all night worrying if he had had an accident or if something bad 

happened to him.  Later I heard from someone who was there, that he was dancing and having 

fun and then went upstairs in the hotel. 



 I had gotten my mother the apartment across the hall from us and I helped her out, since I 

was working, but she wasn't working anymore.  It didn't take me any time to move my personal 

belongings across the hall to my mother's apartment and file for divorce.  If I thought "divorce" 

was a bad word, "adultery" was an even worse word. I had been excommunicated from the 

Catholic Church because I married a divorced man, and I was his third wife.  I felt bad about 

that. 

 He was the kind of guy that out in the world, he was a happy-go-lucky good time 

Charley, so it was better being his friend.  He picked me up every day at noon, at my work, and 

took me to lunch and back to work.  He asked me all the time to marry him again and finally I 

said "yes" like a nut.  As a Catholic, I thought "divorce" was the big bad word.  But then, lucky 

for me, I got thrown off the marry-go-round and got my sanity back.  I like to say, "I'm lucky."  I 

still have my mind and my heart.  But I didn't have my good health.  I worked four blocks from 

my house to the office.  Every morning, my poor mother had to walk me to work, go and get me 

every noon time for lunch, walk me back to work, and come and get me at five o'clock.  We 

lived on the third floor, and that was a lot of stairs to climb. When I got upstairs, I had to lay 

down for a half an hour before I could sit up and eat lunch.  It was bad for my mother too, 

because she was old.  So we moved to basement apartment on North Street. 

 After I had worked for the trucking business a couple of years, the boss got sick 

and closed down the business, so I went looking for work again.   

 

                                       

 

 



Chapter 28:  Religion is a Way of Life 

A couple of years after I got my divorce, I heard that I could be reinstated because  

I was not married by a priest (we were married by a Justice of the Peace in Columbia).  So I went 

to  St. Mary’s Rectory and talked to the priest there, and  he had me made out papers (one that 

said I would not get married again without making out a paper).  Then, the bishop reinstated me 

in the Roman Catholic Church.  I would not give up my religion again for anyone (the rules have 

changed the rules since then.)  Even though I go to St. Joseph’s Church on occasion, especially 

in the afternoon, I consider St. Mary’s my church, because it was my new beginning without 

marriage. 

 I like to think that I have been a devout Catholic all of my life, even on my bad days. 

Religion is very important in everyday life. Jesus gave us the commandment, "to love thy 

neighbor as you love yourself."  I studied all religions, and studied the Catholic Holy Bible for  

eleven years. I took many Bible classes, and still make a daily habit of reading some of the Good 

News.  For eight years, I attended Calvary Baptist Church.  Here, I went to Bible classes and 

Sunday where I had a lot to learn and think about.  I would also sing.  The beautiful music at the 

Calvary Baptist Church would stay inside my head, and become the joy in my heart.  This 

encouraged me to sing.  I then sang at the Gospel Choir at Eastern Connecticut State University.  

 Willimantic’s Calvary Baptist Church, established in 1916, was one of the first African 

American congregations in northeast Connecticut.  It began on Meadow Street by Reverend 

William Sanders and moved to the Bank Street location that had been the side of Temple B’nai 

Israel for forty-two years.  The Calvary Baptist Church bought the building in 1966 (I went there 

for a Sunrise Service one Easter), and in 1977, they built their own church on Valley Street. The 



church is still there under the guidance of Reverend William Sanders, and many of the church's 

congregation comes from Norwich.  I have made many dear friends with some of these people. 

 As a Calvary Baptist Church community, we went to many other places.  With the choir, 

we travelled to many churches around the state to sing.  I would also take the bus to many other 

town churches in Connecticut and Massachusetts, and I always enjoyed the services and the 

people.  I went on a two day, Saturday and Sunday pilgrimage to all the churches in my town. In 

1979, I went to Boston to see Pope John Paul II. It was a freezing rainy day and my feet were 

rooted to the spot, but that didn’t matter. I was just across the path from the Pope and could have 

received Holy Communion from his hand, were it not for the path being so muddy.  I saw a man  

fall in the mud, so I was afraid to cross over. After the mass, the person I had ridden on the bus 

with from St. Joseph’s Church, was from Europe and couldn’t speak a word of English, so I had 

stayed with him all day and he and I got lost and sat on a wall, in the pouring rain, laughing  and 

laughing.  Finally, the man and I found our way back to the bus.  I believe laughter is the 

universal language.    

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Chapter 29: Willimantic Parades 

My mother’s family had a veteran in every war, so we were brought up to be patriotic and 

honor our veterans. When we were little, my mother dressed us in white dresses on Memorial 

Day, and let us march alongside the parade to the Old Willimantic Cemetery, where the speeches 

were given. 

 Willimantic people loved parades. In May 1892, Father DeBruycker from St. Joseph’s 

Church organized a procession for Willimantic’s bicentennial anniversary. He had hung the 

American Flag over St. Joseph’s School. The Polish men had the White Eagle’s Polish American 

Band marching in the parades, while the French men had the St. Jean Baptist Society Band 

marching in the parades.  In 1915, old School Week and Home week, at the old Natchaug 

School, had a huge parade on Thursday of the week.  

The 1st Regiment Ct. National Guard was guest of the city. In the parade, Hatch’s 

Military Band of Hartford came first, then the 1st Infantry Connecticut National Guard, the 

United Spanish War Veterans, and Veterans of the Grand Army of the Republic.  Next came the 

Willimantic Fire Dept., Colt’s Military Band, The Governor’s Foot Guard Band, Nathan Hale 

Fife and Drum Corp., Local Unions, French Societies, St. Mary’s Church and schoolchildren, 

fraternal societies, Polish societies, other churches, D.A.R women, and many floats and 

automobiles in the procession.  

            We have had many parades during the past years but now we have the best.  In 

1982, our parades were nothing to be proud of.  Then a lady, Cathy Clark, had the great idea of 

having a parade with band music, which was to come through bomb boxes from our local radio 

station WILI.  It was the greatest idea that anyone could ever have thought.   



 So every year, everyone who has ever wanted to march or ride in a parade can ride in our 

parade.  Thousands of people participate in our Boombox Parade, and Cathy Clark is still our 

Parade Mama even though she is no longer with us.  Our parade is known nationally, and every 

year it grows bigger with floats, horses, and people of all nationalities.  We even had a State of 

Connecticut governor march one year.  Everyone, from the youngest babies in carriages or 

wagons, to the oldest walking, or riding in cars or riding bikes, can participate.  Every business 

has a spot, and anyone, even those from surrounding areas can be part of the parade.  Bringing 

up the rear of the parade are the fire engines from the entire surrounding town.  Because there are 

so many participants in the parade, it is a wonder that there are people to watch. Every year 

there, are hundreds and hundreds of men, women, and children lining the street and sitting on the 

lawns watching the best parade in the whole country.    People listen to the speeches given at the 

Old Willimantic Cemetery, and watch as the different groups of Willimantic march by.    

 
Claire Meikle at Willimantic’s parades 

 

 

 

         



   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                   
Claire at the Willimantic parades 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Chapter 30: Mother’s Family (Cemetery) 

 At this cemetery are some very beautiful, life-size statues located on some of the graves. 

The statues are on high pedestals, and all are sitting except for one. This standing statue is a lady 

with one hand on her chest and the other hand holding a book. She is looking skyward.  There 

are other sitting statues.  I noticed two lady statues sitting and holding roses, and another lady 

statue holding a bunch of flowers, with her chin in her hand and made into a fist. Another statue 

looks like a lady holding something in her hand, and holding it to her heart.  There is a statue of a 

mother and a child, and the mother has an open book and looks like she is reading to the child. 

The child is gazing up at the mother.  Our cemetery has just as good statues as there are in 

museums. 

 The stones for the graves come the north by rail. Willimantic had five trains in and out of 

our town every day. Our town was flourishing in those days. Because of the five trains, the 

Liberty Bell from Philadelphia was able to stop here. We also had two United States presidents 

stop here with thousands of people to welcome them.  Our 26hth President, Teddy Roosevelt 

came in his own private train. He rode from the train to Church Street and talked for a few 

minutes to the crowd of thousands of people who came out to see him.  Our 27th President, 

William H. Taft also came here to Willimantic. Isn’t it a shame that we lost our trains? Without 

them, Willimantic is cut off from the rest of the world.     

 

                          

 

 

 



PART TWO   The Summer of my Life 

                                                  Chapter 31: The World 

         It is the summer of life when a person is out in the world (the world is society, the public, 

people, friends, and events and politics), working and meeting new people. This is the plant of 

life, your spirit that should grow tall and strong with good leaves that develop your personality. 

In the summer, I loved to work at the beach because I always loved the seashore. The seashore 

reminded me of Fishers Island. In the winter, I worked in the mills.  I never really liked working 

in the mills because I felt trapped.  Once you go inside the big building, put your card in the 

machine to mark your time, and sit down at your workbench, there is the feeling that you are 

trapped for the next eight hours or so. 

 At this job, a boss stood over you to make sure you were working.  I had one boss who 

would always stand behind me, and if you were to ask me how to add two and two, I couldn’t 

have told you the answer, because he scared me.  An experience like this made working at the 

mill quite intimidating.  I really loved the free atmosphere at the beach better.  

 After I graduated from high school, it was hard to get a job in an office unless you had 

done office work before, so I jumped at the chance to work in the office at the wet wash where 

my mother and sister worked. It was just a couple of blocks from our house.  My mother ironed 

shirts, and my younger sister put sheets through a mangle.  That was very hot work. I was lucky, 

I thought, and worked in the office that was in the house. The owner of the business was old and 

retired, and the office was in his house next door to the laundry (which was on the side of the 

Natchaug River). 



 One of my jobs was to make lunch for him and he appreciated that. He was a very nice 

man.  No one had done any bookkeeping for three months, so my work was cut out for me.  I 

kept quite busy.    

 There were a lot of nice people working at the wet wash: The Rabitailles, Agnes DuBlois, 

Mr. Greenup, Raymond Maynard’s grandfather and Mike DeFlippo,  Little Mikey, Frances Hill’s 

father, and Walter Rabilaille and Walter Descher, who both lost their lives during the Second 

World War.  

 The boss’s son on the other hand was a prankster.  One day he came into the office and 

took my full pack of cigarettes, and then returned to the laundry. He had left a rumpled pack with 

a couple of cigarettes in it, and I ran out to the shop and got my cigarettes back from him. I lit a 

cigarette and nearly died chocking. He had put pepper in the cigarettes. He thought it was very 

funny.  Another day, he called me on the phone to come out to the laundry.  When I got there, he 

picked me up (I only weighed one hundred pounds), threw me in a large basket on wheels, spun 

me around, and wouldn’t let me out. I don’t know what my mother thought.  Then another day 

he asked me to ride with him to give the bookkeeper his books.  Instead of seeing the 

bookkeeper, however, he drove us to Windham Center just to deliver shirts.  I ended up bringing 

all these heavy books for nothing, other than just making sure he didn't ride alone.   

 On Saturday afternoons, I went to my boss's house (his wife was there) to do work on the 

bookkeeping machines. One Saturday, his son picked me up, and then stopped at a restaurant. He 

told me to wait on the restaurant side and he went into the bar side. Then the waitress told me he 

was drinking whiskey in his coffee. As a conscience worker, I didn’t know what to do. Then the 

boss's son came over and said he had to give a guy a ride home, so we left and he drove the guy 

home. It was in the country, and he drove the car right into a tree in front of the guy’s house. 



They both went in the house, leaving me in the car.  I was scared. It was winter, cold, and we had 

had an awful lot of snow. I decided I had better leave. I got out of the car and ran down the 

middle of the country road (no sidewalks) and it must have been a couple of miles to a gas 

station. Luckily, a guy I knew was working there and was kind enough to give me a ride home. 

Early the next morning, a policeman found the boss's asleep in his car. He had driven into a huge 

snow bank, and half the car was in the snow. He was lucky he wasn’t dead.  Needless to say, I 

quit the job. So much for office work.  

For one week, he loaned me out to a friend whose secretary was on vacation. I didn’t 

have much to do—just answering the phone and greeting people who came in. On my last day of 

work, the guy offered to give me a ride home so I said, “Oh.” Then he said he had to stop 

somewhere to check out some property. The property was on a dirt road, and when he stopped 

the car, we had to walk way down a hill to see a little empty house near a pond. It wasn’t the 

house he looked at, but me. This old guy, probably about sixty years old, tried to get fresh with 

me, so I ran as fast as I could up that hill, and got back in the car.  I don’t know what he thought 

he was doing.  He was heavyset and had to huff and puff to climb the hill.   Then he got in the 

car, and neither of us spoke as he took me home.  When he came to pay me for working, I 

refused to take the money from him and he had to give it to my mother—It served him right. 

 Would I ever get farmed out again? No. 

  

 

 

                                         

 



Chapter 32: Rockland Lake, N.Y. 

 I went to visit friends who had been asking me to visit. My friends came to Willimantic 

every two weeks from New York to visit family, so this time, I packed up and went back with 

them.  I thought to myself, why not see what Rockland Lake is like?  I had heard so much about 

it.  It was a lovely summer resort town a few miles from Nyack, New York, and several miles 

from New York City. 

              My friends lived in a trailer on relations land, next door to a Milk Bar (that is what they 

called the restaurant where they served hamburgers, hot dogs, French fries, etc). It was the shape 

of a diner. I got a job there the first thing, because I’m not a freeloader. 

 Working there was a fun job. My friend worked there as well. We both worked from  

seven at night until two in the morning. After we finished work, her husband and his brother 

picked us up, and we went to a bar for a couple of beers, then to an all night diner for breakfast. I 

always ate a BL&T sandwich. That was my favorite. 

 Everything was going along fine until the people who owned the trailer took it back.  

Then, my friends and I moved to a hotel (summer resort kind).  Right from the start, I got scared. 

I heard a noise and peeked out my door and saw an old lady with very long gray straight hair.  It 

was so creepy. I couldn’t lay down and go to sleep, so I stayed up every night reading and 

writing until it was time to go to their folks home near the Milk Bar.  Then I went to sleep on the 

couch in their folk’s and everyone thought I had sleeping sickness, because they didn’t know I 

was awake all night. 

 The couple who owned the Milk Bar were from Florida.  They were very nice people.  

The man used to tease me, so much of the time I finally complained to his wife.  She said, “Be 

glad about that, because if he didn’t like you, he wouldn’t even talk to you at all.” That was a 



good lesson to learn.  While working at the Milk Bar, I also learned that people can be 

"cultivated."  One guy got mad at me because the price of coffee went up – from five cents to ten 

cents – so I learned to be especially nice to him and he finally lost his "mad." 

 At Rockland, we had plenty of places to go-New York City for shows, Bear Mountain 

and other areas for fishing. On one fishing trip, someone’s fishhook came flying right at me and 

the hook stuck in my hand. They joked that I was the biggest fish they caught all day. 

 There were plenty of places to go for fun and recreation in those days. One day we went 

to Palisades Park and I had my fortune taken by a little old man who looked like Mahatma 

Gandhi.   He told me I had too vivid an imagination and that it would kill me one day.  Of 

course, I don’t go to fortune tellers anyone, and that is good, because fortune telling is against 

my religion. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                     

 

 



                   Chapter  33:  Kerman’s 

   In my day, the pay was not very good.  Ladies made fifty cents an hour, while men 

made seventy-five cents an hour.  I had to work two to three jobs to make ends meet. My mother 

didn’t make much money either, so I always lived with her to help out. My mother used to make 

eight dollars a week ironing shirts and our rent was eight dollars a month. 

 One day I was sitting on a stool at the counter of a drive-in restaurant where we all used 

to go.  Just as I asked the waitress if they needed anyone, she was speaking and asking me if I 

wanted a job. So, I went to work there nights and weekends as I also worked in an office during 

the day. I made fifty cents an hour and tips, though the tips were mostly change. A guy working 

there got seventy-five cents an hour for doing nothing while I worked. 

 Besides waiting tables, I worked in the kitchen, peeling potatoes, etc. and doing other 

jobs like cleaning out the ice cream boxes in the freezer. I can’t get my hands cold, and that was 

so cold that I got the “grip” (they called it in those days), which made me sick for days. 

Nowadays people call it the “flu." 

 I had a car in those days, so I could get around, and go back and forth to work. I worked 

every night until 2 AM. After the restaurant closed, I cleaned the grill with pumice stone, as well 

as cleaned the kitchen and dining room.  The guy’s wife used to beg him to give me a night off to 

go out somewhere with my friends, but he wouldn’t. He wanted to go out every night himself. 

 One thing I liked about the place was the customers. Sometimes, my grandfather, Jackie 

Nichols and his wife, Ella, came in. My grandfather liked to talk to me about when he ran his 

restaurant. 



 I did like the work but I only had an hour between my office job and the restaurant work. 

The work became tedious after a while.  I had just enough time to soak in the tub a few minutes, 

put on my uniform, and drive to work.  I worked night and day, seven days a week.  After two 

and a half years, I tried to quit, but I ended up calling him on the phone to say, “I quit” before 

hanging up. After I did this, he didn’t talk to me for year. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                

 

 

 



Chapter 34:  Mansfield Training School 

Mansfield had a school for what I would call "special class." Lots of students were there 

in those days—some who should be there, and some who shouldn’t. One lady had been there for 

years because she was blind and her IQ was over a hundred. 

 My job was typing medical reports in the morning, and going after lunch to the hospital 

to work for the psychiatrist. The psychiatrist gave me small cards to type stuff on.  After a while, 

she asked, “Are you sure you know how to type?” She didn’t realize that putting a card in the 

typewriter and taking it out took time.  It wasn’t like typing a full page of type.  When I typed, 

didn’t have a certain place to work, so I was moved all over the place with my typewriter. One 

day, someone opened the elevator door and there I was with my typewriter. 

 Luckily for me, the psychiatrist went on vacation after the first week, so I was able to get 

established. The guys she left in charge gave me my psychological exam, and I passed well. 

When she came back after two weeks and saw my report, she said she was both pleased and 

surprised. But what really cracked the ice with us was when she ran out of cigarettes and had to 

borrow one from me. 

 When I was in the room and patients came in, I was always nice to them.  I took some in 

wheelchairs to look out the window, and I would hold the little babies. This took away any 

misgivings the psychiatrist might have had about my work, and she was very sorry to see me go. 

I left after three months because I used to have nightmares that something like that would happen 

to me. My mind and my eyes were my most important possessions.  

 Since then I studied the mind and the brain. My very first class at Eastern University was 

just that—thinking and learning.  I got an A in the class and it was because of my job at the 



Training School. We never know at the time how much something might mean to us in the 

future.  It is a good thing to remember that after the seed, comes the plant. 

                                          

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Chapter  35: Rockland – second trip 

             I needed a change of pace after the Training School, so I travelled back to Rockland to 

visit my good friends. These friends were the same ones whose porch I sat on, way back when, 

when it took me weeks to let my guard down and talk to new kids on the block.  We became  

friends for life. 

             On my second trip to Rockland, I got a job at Hotel St. George in Nyack, New York.  I 

love restaurant work-the banging and clanging of pots and pans reminds me of all the restaurants 

I grew up in.  My grandfather had restaurants, taught all his sons to be chefs, even my father. My 

first choice of work was becoming a waitress, so on my second trip to Rockland, I got a job at a 

hotel in Nyack, New York. 

 Three things stood out to me from that time: Don’t let anyone put words in your mouth. I 

was considered the least of the waitresses as two of them were the owners daughters, and one 

was their friend.  When the cook, standing at a hot stove all day, got grouchy, he picked on me. 

The other girls told me that the next time he picks on me to tell him to “Go to hell.”  Well, I told 

him that and just as I did, the swinging door opened and the two ladies were waiting, having 

heard and seen me. They had shocked looks on their faces.  

 Then, I went out and brought the ladies some sauce they wanted. It was my job to make 

all the salad dressings etc., and this sauce was catsup and horseradish. When they ate it, it was so 

hot, the tears rolled down their faces.  There was too much of the horseradish in the sauce. I hope 

they forgave me. 

 There was an old man who came in every day and was so grouchy that no one wanted to 

wait on him. I was actually scared to wait on him until one day someone said he had a terminal 



illness and was never getting better. This changed my attitude, and my heart went out to him, and 

he could read it on my face. I had softened to him, and after that he wouldn’t let anyone but me 

wait on him. So sometimes thoughts speak louder than words. 

 A little added note about people: A group of men, the mayor and some businessmen, 

came in every day for lunch. One day when I was waiting on them, the guy in the kitchen made 

me upset, and there I was putting down their lunch plates, crying. They all felt so bad for me, 

they gave me bigger tips than they usually did. 

 The third most important thing I learned at the hotel was from one of the daughters. She 

had had an accident and hurt her back badly. She told me to always take care of my back because 

once it is gone, it can’t be replaced. I am very careful about lifting and other things that might 

hurt my back. It is a good lesson to learn early. I cry when some people I have worked with want 

me to lift something heavy. Why, in the world, would I put my life in jeopardy? 

            I worked at the hotel until one day, the hills around Rockland were beautiful with 

shining silver from a freezing rain during the night. However,  the roads were dangerous.  We 

had an accident on the way to my work and I was a few minutes late.  The owner told me to take 

a couple of days off to think about being late, so I quit.  She knew that they were not going to be 

busy, so she didn’t need me. 

            I went right away to a factory where they made sewing machine parts.  People  

working there said at once that I was from Connecticut because I said: pots for parts 

and potty for party.  It was fun working there and I made lots of friends.  Most of them were 

Catholics. One day the priest from their church took a bunch of us to West Point to see an Army 

and Navy football game.  At half time there was a marching band playing on the field.  It was a 

big thrill for me.  We also took day trips to New York City. 



            When I was leaving to go back home, my friends took me to New Jersey for pizza.  It 

was the best pizza I ever ate.  They take the slice of pizza in their hand and fold it to eat. 

 I had been going out with one of my friend’s brother, and when he thought I was going to 

marry him, and his family thought the same, I ran.  I went back home again.  Why would I 

want to give up my freedom?  I liked being footloose and fancy free. 

 

      

 

                                

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Chapter 36: Bob Drake 

 When I was fifteen years old, I got a really big crush on an eighteen year old boy who 

lived near my grandfather’s restaurant.  He used to stop at our house once in a while, and 

everyone liked him.   

 It was wartime and he and his friend joined the army.  He used to write to me but just as a 

young friend.  His friend was older, was married, and had young children. As the war 

progressed, his friend was killed.  Later when the war was over and the boys came home, my 

friend, being the wonderful person he was, married his friend’s widow to help her bring up her 

children.  It was a wonderful way to honor a friend who might even have asked him to marry his 

wife, in case he was killed.  So, the crush I had on him was over, because he belonged to 

someone.  I still remember him as the nicest person I ever met, and to me, Bob Drake will always 

remain the nicest person that ever lived. 

            When I was a teenager, I used to hang around with a group of boys and girls at a place 

called the College Shop.  They were mostly French and Polish kids, and were church goers.  We 

ate hamburgers, drank soda and danced all night to the Juke box. Together, we had a lot of fun.  

People didn’t have to pay taxes on dancing in those days.  We used to go home at midnight and 

one of the boys would walk a girl home in whatever direction each was going.  We had good fun 

in those days, and it all had to do with upbringing and religion.  These were neighborhood kids.  

I didn’t want to get involved with anyone because I valued my freedom above everything else.  I 

went to the beach every summer and had friends there.   

           Later I started going roller skating and meeting new friends.  My circle of friends grew.  

We all went to the same places, and had boyfriends, but no one was really going steady or 

getting married  young. 



 In my twenties, I would go out with one of the boys to the movies or the State Shows in 

Hartford.  I went miniature golfing with Fred White, or rollerskating with Jackie Connell, but 

mostly we were all together at the Cozy Corner  or Al & Irene’s or Sherman’s Corners.  We 

danced or played a lot of cards.   

 I wasn’t serious about the guy I dated more than the others and then I met another young 

man through my uncle.  He was going to college in another state, and hardly ever came home.  

He was from the west end of town and wasn’t anyone I knew before.  He asked me out, so I went 

and told the guy (JB), who I was sort of dating, that I met someone else, and would you believe 

it, he asked me to marry him.  I didn’t think we were even going steady so I said no.  He later got 

married, had five children, and died young.  I would not want to be the girl he left behind.  

 My new boyfriend, Tambo, who never used to come home on weekends, starting coming 

home every weekend.  He had told me: “Go out.  Don’t stay home like an old  maid.”  He said he 

didn’t want to go steady, so I had dates, and on one occasion, I was invited to the Senior Prom by 

an Eastern Connecticut State University student.  He was a really nice guy from New York, and 

the dance was formal, so I borrowed an evening gown from my friend, Patty.  The gown had a 

black skirt and a blue top with only one shoulder and I guessed that I looked nice.    

 After the dance, we went to the Shell Chateau when everyone went at the end of the 

evening.  We were sitting at the counter, and my boyfriend from college was home and probably 

looked for me.  He came into the restaurant, stood behind us and sang: “Don’t cry, Joe, let her 

go, let her go.”   I pretended I didn’t see him, but after that he told me he would be home every 

weekend.  Then one day, he came running in my house, told me to pack a suitcase, that he had 

gotten an offer of a coaching job in the State of Washington, and that we were going to get 

married and leave right away.  I said, “I’m not going to go clear across the country and leave my 



family.”  I always came home every two weeks when I went away anywhere and I would never 

miss Christmas with my family.  So he gave up the job and didn’t go. 

 Tambo never mentioned it again, but shortly he was drafted in the army for the Second 

World War, and even though I saw him when he came home on leave, it wasn’t the same.  He 

transferred to the Air Corp and went to a new town where he met a girl and got married and had  

two children.  They were stationed at the Panama Canal. One day, when his wife and two 

children were waiting at the Panama Canal for his plane to land, something happened to the 

plane and it exploded in mid-air, killing everyone on board. His family watched it happen.  I 

would not have wanted to be that girl standing next to him and watching the plane explode.  

              One never knows what life holds for them.  I thought it was time I came home for 

awhile from Rockland Lake, so I came on the bus early in the morning, at about 3 A.M.  I got off 

the bus at the bus stop, between six and six A at the west end of town.  It was miles from my 

house Down Sodom. I ran most of the way, with my suitcase banging my leg, and I was scared 

every time a car approached. 

 I finally got home, climbed up the stairs of the house where we had lived for more 

than twenty years, and when I put my key in the lock, the door didn’t open.  The key wouldn’t 

work.  I peered in the window and the first thing I noticed was that my big black stove wasn’t  

there.  My house was empty.   

 

   

 

 

                    



                                                Chapter  37: 305 Main Street 

               I ran back down the stairs and ran six blocks to my younger sister’s house.  I knocked 

on my sister’s door and sat on the stairs between the  second and  third floors, huffing and 

puffing.  When she came out, I could hardly speak enough to say, “Where’s momma?”  My sister 

laughed and pointed upstairs to the third floor.  They had moved my mother from a six-room 

house, full of furniture, to a furnished attic apartment.  All, and I mean all of the furniture, 

clothing, and things were taken to the dump.  All my collections, button pins, pictures on my 

wall, especially the one of Dopey from Snow White,  my records (Glenn Miller and Country 

Western) and my special record, “You’re Just a Brown Gal,” my books and sets of Steinbeck, 

and Hemingway, and others, as well as all my clothes, were gone.    In my button collection I had 

some political button, and luckily one day I gave them to Bill Jordan, Bear Jordan’s father, and 

Michael Jordan’s grandfather.  If I hadn't, they would have ended up "in the dump." 

 Whenever I asked my sister: “Where is this or that?” Her answer was, “In the dump." But 

I never asked, “How come you didn’t call me on the telephone?” 

 I had to start all over.  I had to buy a small bed, a place for clothes, and whatever else I 

needed.  The best thing that happened to me in that attic was a visitor I had one day.  A guy 

named Joe from Providence knocked on my door and wanted to sell me a Holy Bible for $35.00.  

I said, "I don’t have any money.”  So, he said he would leave the Bible, and I could send him 

$2.00 a week to pay for it.  That's what I did.   

 I had never read the Bible.  In my Catholic grammar school, we were taught not to read 

the Bible until we were 35 years old (A priest, Father Red, at St. Mary’s Church, told me years 

later that this was a man-made rule and that it was wrong).  I never opened the Bible  (The 



Douay Version – St. Jerome) until years when I got upset at one of the jobs.  Then, I went home 

and opened the Bible. 

           The Bible read, "as long as I know the truth, don’t worry about anyone else."  So that 

straightened me out. 

       In the summertime, it is the WORDS we speak and hear that add a great deal to our 

personality.  I quit a lot of jobs because someone used bad language and I was taught to leave the 

room when someone talked bad.  Often, it wasn’t always possible to leave the work room, so I 

would quit.  I judged people by their speech, and I’m sure other people do too.  I believe there 

are two classes of people in the world – those who believe and those who do not believe.  I am a 

believer and I always think that is what makes me keep going. 

 

 

               

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Chapter 38:   Main Street Office 

             A lawyer I had known when I worked as waitress gave me a job, but before I  

could start, his sister wanted the job. So he got me another job.  

 The day I went for my interview, it starting pouring rain before I had walked halfway 

there, so I entered the insurance office soaking wet, with my hair hanging straight and wet.  I 

didn’t think I would get the job, but I did, and I worked there, off and on for seven and a half 

years.   The guy I went with, Tambo, told me he would drive past the office, even in the middle 

of the night and toot his horn, even thought I was not there. 

 I liked working in the office because I worked alone except for the bookkeeper  

who came in for a couple of hours twice a week.  She was very smart and was one of my  

role models and a good friend. The boss, on the other hand, was an "odd duck."  He thought a 

secretary was supposed to sit on the bosses lap, so I had to fend him off once in a while. Luckily  

he wasn’t in the office much.   

 Another thing, in the summer the boss used to put the air conditioner freezing and I had 

to wear a sweater all day.  I didn’t know how to turn it down.  I would go out for lunch, and take 

a taxi to my sister’s house for lunch.  I would sit in the front seat and the driver would say: “Take 

off that sweater." And when I did, he would touch my arm and say, “You’re dead." I don’t know 

enough to lay down because my arm was like ice. 

              I was staying at my sister’s house then, and the same cabby would come for me  

in the morning.  When I heard him toot the horn, I would jump out of bed and holler, “Wait a 

minute, Joe.”  He would come in the house, sit, and have a cup of coffee while he waited for me. 

              There isn’t much to tell about working in the office except that I quit quite often.   



I would go out for lunch, after a squabble with the boss, and say: I quit.  I would eat lunch and go 

back because I am a responsible person. 

 One day when I thought he was trying to have his wife think we were having an  

affair (I am in my 20s and he is about 60 or so),  I got so upset that when I went home, I  

opened my new Holy Bible for the first time and saw one passage:  

                     “As long as you know the truth, don’t worry about anyone else.”   

That took care of me for a time.     

       Whenever I complained to my mother about any job, she always said, “If you are  

going to complain about the job, then quit.”  So finally after seven and a half years  I  

really did quit. 

        I was married then, and my husband made me go to the Unemployment Office to  

complain.  He said if it was him acting like that, then the person would run to the State 

office to complain.  I went, even though I didn’t want to, but I didn’t complain.  Why should  I  

let someone put words in my mouth? 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Chapter 39:  Unemployment Office 

            I went to work at the Unemployment Office, as a clerk typist.  I checked and 

double checked everyone's work before it left the office.  One day a big shot from Hartford came 

to the office to see why the Willimantic office was the only one in the State that never made 

mistakes.  He said I did good. He checked our supply room and saw that everything was filled 

and perfect, so he was also impressed that I kept on top of things and kept good records.  They 

used to call me the FBI because when no one could find a file, I went right to the files and found 

it.   

 At the end of the day, my last job was to fill in numbers in small spaces on a record 

keeping paper, so I could total the day's work.  One day, everybody was in a big hurry to leave 

and stood at my typewriter telling me to hurry up.  They kept talking around me, and got me 

rattled, so I cried.  The boss told them to leave me alone and she said to me that she didn't realize 

that she overloaded my circuits until I blew a fuse.  She was a good boss, but when she got 

transferred to another town, things seemed to go downhill.  

 During the coffee break, people talked really bad.  I stopped going to break, and one man 

said he would give credit for taking a stand.  He said he wouldn't want his wife to work there.  

One thing I learned from one of the ladies who stopped talking to me for no good reason, was 

that it was her problem and not mine.  I racked my brain trying to figure out what I said or did 

wrong, and I came to the conclusion that she was in a bad mood and had to take it out on 

someone.  That someone happened to be me.  Whenever it happens again (and it has a couple of 

times), I say, "It is their loss, not mine, because I am a good friend to have." 

 I quit working at the Unemployment Office three times, and they came after me every 

time. The new boss almost got down on his knees (when I was at Barkers) and begged me to 



come back.  I did go back because I heard that a girl who worked in the marking room before me 

had to go to the hospital with a rupture. 

 I have one more thing to say about the way some state workers used to be. A man 

transferred from another office, and the first thing he said to me was, "Are you going to bring in 

cups tomorrow?"  I said, "Why?" and he said, "Well, you treat the claimants so nice, I thought 

maybe tomorrow you were going to serve them coffee."   

 Imagine just because I treated people nice and was good to them because if they were in 

the wrong line (long lines) and went to each one and put them in the right line because if I didn't 

when they got to the window, they were told they were in the wrong line and had to go stand in 

the back of the right line.  These were old people, (a lot of women) who had worked in the mills 

for years and some couldn't speak English.   

 It is lucky now the system has changed.   

 One time I quit was because I had to have all my teeth out (24 teeth and two teeth out 

every week for three months).  When the dentist pulled out one of my teeth, my face on one side 

was badly bruised and swollen. When I went to work, one of the men on the employment side 

thought that someone had beat me up and wouldn't believe me until a couple of weeks later, he  

had a tooth pulled and he was also swollen and bruised. So be it. 

 I was in constant pain for three months and then it was another three months before I got 

my false teeth.  When the dentist made the impression, he sprayed my throat with Novocain, 

because I was a gagger. Believe me, that was no fun.  I couldn't tell that I was breathing, and I 

got so panicky, I got in my car, drove to Columbia, and went in the church there sitting for hours 

saying,  "My peace I leave with you," which is a saying from Jesus. 



 Then when I asked the dentist about infections, he said the only way I could get an 

infection was if food got in the open wound.  Well, I take everything to heart, and so I didn't eat 

any solid food for three weeks. Instead, I drank good stuff. When I went in to the drug store to 

get malted milk, the druggist took one look at me and said, "Lady, you had better start eating 

solid food right away or you are going to end up in a wheel chair?"   

 I weighed only 75 pounds.  I never knew anything about the body or nutrition so I didn't 

know I could have died.  Of course, I started to eat little by little to build my body back up. It 

took a while for me to get back to my normal weight, which was 100 pounds all my life. Even 

though I ate, I walked everywhere and that was the balance to my weight.   

 When the lady interviewing me kept asking why I quit my job at the Unemployment 

Office, I kept saying I just didn’t want to work there anymore. So the lady said, “OK, you don’t 

have to say anything.  We know him.”  And then she hired me as clerk-typist because she said I 

knew how to keep my mouth shut.  Their rule was, “What you see here, what you hear here, 

leave here."   I was to work there three times over the years because they kept coming after me 

when I quit.  

 

        

 

 

 

 

 

 



Chapter 40:  Barker's Dept. Store 

 

 After I quit the State of Connecticut Unemployment office, I went to work in Barker's 

Department Store marking room. It was the only job the Unemployment Office had available, so 

I took it.  The marking room was very long and narrow, and when the trucks came in with 

freight, they piled it high in the middle of the room.   

 It was a shock to walk in the room for the first time and see that mound of boxes.  I 

actually had to climb the pile to get the boxes off the top, take down a heavy box, open it with a 

box cutter (they gave me my own box cutter), and take the merchandise out. I then put the 

merchandise on a low bed carrier to wheel it out to the store and put on the shelves.  There was a 

guy working there that did not know I was replacing him as "boss" of the marking room.  I have 

never wanted to be the BOSS of anyone, as it is not in my nature.  I have seen, even young 

people, become the boss, and all of a sudden they stand ten feet tall with a mouth to go with it.  

That is not my way, so no one working in the marking room knew I was hired as boss. 

 There was also an elderly lady who had worked there for twenty-five years, and she was 

the real boss, so I let her be.  It was an eerie feeling knowing that they were going to let the guy 

go and he didn't know it yet. 

 It always takes me about three weeks on a new job to see "what way the wind blows," 

and lucky for me, I recognized that the elderly lady was really the BOSS.  I never, never let 

anyone know what my position was, and that I was getting more money in my pay.  So, I got 

along well with the lady and it was a good thing because she and I moved the heavy boxes 

together. I couldn't do it myself. 



       Whenever I wheeled the boxes out into the store, someone, somewhere, played music.  The 

song was "Au Clair du la Luna" meaning "to Clair of the 'moon'" but I never found out who did 

played the music. 

 One day went to work in the morning in a very good mood and after awhile, I started to 

feel grouchy and I didn't know why.  Then it dawned on me that the two ladies I worked with 

were standing at the work bench with me, one on each side, arguing.  Their bad will was actually 

getting to me, so I got out of their way.   

     The most important thing that happened there was an incident.  The young boy making labels 

was cleaning his machine and became overpowered by the fumes of the cleaner.  I saw him 

flopping on the pile of boxes and called the big boss right away.  We carried him out into the 

hallway for fresh air, called 911, and they transported him to the hospital.  He recovered. 

 For many years, every time I saw his mother, Ruth Ridgeway, she thanked me for saving 

Michael's life.  I also found out that the nice banker, Mr. Ridgeway, who had saved my "life" 

years ago when he gave me money to pay the rent when I didn't have a job, was Michael's father.  

I believe God works in his own mysterious ways.  How do you like that for retribution?  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Chapter 41: Willimantic 

 

Main Street People 

 For many years, our Main Street in Willimantic, Connecticut was family oriented.  All of 

our families knew the shopkeepers and business people, and they all knew us.  For many years, 

our Main Street never changed.  I would like to show some of our Main Street, as it is very 

nostalgic when people get together and say, "Oh yah, I remember this" or "I remember that."  

This is Main Street in the fifties and sixties. 

 Starting on the north side of Main Street, we had Santa Lucia Grinder Shop and Grocers 

run by Remi who was very famous for his grinders.  Then there was Roy Auto Parts and the 

Willimantic Town Hall, with all of its many offices including the mayor's as well as Anna and 

Barbara. The last mayor John Lescoe was the last mayor we had, and he picked me for Cupid of 

Romantic Willimantic in 1983.  Ann and Barbara, who are granddaughters of Meme LeClaire, 



work in the office where I get my dog’s license. The police station was there when my father 

worked at one time, and at the back end of the building was the library where I spent a lot of 

time. It had a small room for children's books and I think I read them all. 

On High Street, there was the Post Office.  Coming from school, we always went in the 

door at High Street, through the building, and out the Main Street door.  Heller's building was 

next, and I worked in their office for many years.  Patsy LaMorte's Paper Store was in the 

building too, as well as Moore's Package Store and Gaudette’s Plumbing.  A guy named Rudy 

Polak lived in the building and he was a grandfather parachute jumper. That is what he told me.  

Mazzola's building was next, at one time a store for both groceries and appliances. There were 

apartments upstairs in all the buildings.  Then there was Welch's Restaurant, where a bowl of  

spaghetti was sixty cents and lobster was two dollars, if I remember correctly. Then Brett 

Pharmacy was next. 

 At Walnut Street was the Luncheonette. At lunch time when I worked  across the street 

in an office, I used to run over there at twelve o'clock, and wait tables. They were short of help, 

and I would take a few minutes to eat, then run back to my office at one o'clock. 

There were furnished rooms upstairs, then Terry's Kiddie Shop was next, and then 

Menditto's Barber Shop, Callahan's News Center, where we used to stop after school for ice 

cream sundaes.  Next was Jenal's Clothing for women.  Next came Peter's Tavern (later Tony's 

Barber Shop).  The Nathan Hale Hotel came next and the Thread City Garage and the Nathan 

Hale Drug Store.  After, there was a Record and Radio Shop.  The Hotel Hooker had 

Archambault Barber, Hersant Development, and Contos Windham Card & News Store. 

Crossing over Bank Street was the Willimantic Savings Institute with offices upstairs.  

Years ago, the Teachers College was upstairs in that location.  Dr. Rafferty, dentist, was upstairs 



and was the first dentist to tell me why whenever I got a toothache, all of my teeth ached.  He 

said it was my "Achilles Hell" and whenever I got tired and rundown, that is what made all my 

teeth ache.  His brother was also a doctor there.  Next came Kucharski and Tarpinian, lawyers 

and Lincoln Insurance Agency.   

  Benny's Auto Store was there.  Cecila's Snack Bar was also there, and upstairs was the 

Gibson and Driscoll's Beauty Parlor where my aunt Alice worked.  I used to stop there every day 

after school and run errands for them.  Whenever my aunt's customers needed a babysitter, she 

sent me.  There was Weldron, an architecture. 

 Surplus Center was next, then the Connecticut Bank and Trust Co. and the Windham 

National Bank where Mr. Ridgeway gave me money to pay the rent for my mother and myself 

when I didn't have a job.  What a nice man he was. 

 Then Brown's Department Store where we were able to trust things we needed.  W.T. 

Grant's Dept. Store was next, and this was where my younger sister, Margie, worked.  Then F.W. 

Woolworth's where my mother worked for many years. This building replaced the Loomer 

Opera House.  When Mr. Loomer, who owned a lumber company, built the Opera House, people 

thought he was foolish but many people came to perform, including Summer stock, and many, 

many people were in the audience.  Nassiff’s, (Susan and Rick’s parents,) had been in that 

location for years. 

Crossing over North Street, was Todd's Department Store, a new building.  This building 

replaced the old building where my grandfather had a restaurant and where I lived upstairs when 

I was a baby as there were apartments and porches there.   There was also Wilson's Pharmacy, 

Bill's Number Seven, a favorite nighttime restaurant, Mac's Cigar Store, and Ames Butter and 

Egg Store, which had the best tub butter and peanut butter ever.  There were a lot of businesses 



upstairs in these buildings, with Dr. Tobi being one.  Others included Cooley & Co. stock 

brokers, Saunders, dentist, Home Roofing Company, and Shippee School of Dancing.    

Down the street was Art's Jewelers (I used to babysit for their son and they had me work 

in the store once in a while) and one day I caught my finger in the door and nearly fainted and I 

was wringing wet because of my poor  circulation so I couldn't work that day.  The H.C. Murray 

Company (Boston Store) was next on the corner of Church.  They had four floors of just about 

anything anyone could want.  They had a nice man, Calvin Harris, who ran the elevator and we 

used to go upstairs to buy hats and I used to take one of the kids with me, because lady's hats 

didn't fit me and I was embarrassed to try on kid's hats. 

Church and Reed Company (men's store) was next, and there were apartments and 

businesses upstairs. These businesses included Willimantic Area Community Chest, Civil 

Defense Headquarters,  Willimantic Redevelopment Agency, Jordan Agency, Harvey, lawyer, 

Polymica Company and Sun Life of Canada Insurance. 

 My sister and I used to babysit there for my Uncle Bobby's son, Bobby.  The Country 

Squire was next and I bought the dress I got married in there.  Sherwin Williams Paint Store was 

next (it burned down), and then the Bay State Drug Store and the First Baptist Church.  Then 

Union St came. 

 This is the south side of Main Street in the fifties and sixties. I would like to start with the 

Windham Grill Restaurant, which was at the Railroad Crossing.  It was owned by two families, 

and some of their children went to school with us.  When I was very young, my father worked as 

chef at the Windham Grill, and years later when my aunt worked there as waitress, she got me to 

work as a waitress whenever they needed an extra hand.  I got written up in a book when a lady 



wrote about diners, all the trolley cars that were turned into lunch wagons when they closed 

down the trolleys on the tracks.  

 

 Willimantic had a unique piece of land in the middle of the road, which had Main Street 

on one side and Union Street on the other side, and a gas station at the end of the piece of land 

that divided Main Street from Union Street.  On the north side of this part of Main Street, was 

the Windham Gas Station and Martin's Radio and Martin's Home Appliances. These went up to 

Knight's Service Station.  On the south side of Main Street was the Eastern States Farmers 

Exchange, and Goetttlich Brothers Furniture the Saba's Package Store (Later I used to stop in to 

talk to Phosy about baseball because he went to Windham High School and played sports with 

my two uncles).  Next to Saba's was the City Lunch, an early morning restaurant, and next to that 



was Gene's Shoe Hospital, where we got our shoes repaired.  Next was the Willimantic Music 

Company and the School of Music.  Then came the Willimantic Frozen Food Center. After that 

came Rosen's Department Store which we frequented often. 

 On the same side, there was the Jordan Building, which housed the Jordan Hardware 

Store and many offices upstairs: insurance offices, beauty parlor, lawyers, and State of 

Connecticut Employment and Unemployment Offices (where I went for my first job after getting 

my working papers at age sixteen). Then there was the Willimantic Trust Company and next 

there was Willet, plumber. 

  Next came Hurley's Men's Shop, Wolmer and Caisse Jewelers, Fullerton-Fournier 

Women's Clothing (this was like a New York store, with seamstresses, then Wolmer, and the 

optometrist (where I was sent from high school for glasses when I was sixteen years old and I 

never wore the glasses and 10 years later, I was sent there again from a job and Dr. Wolmer said 

my eyes were better and that that had happened only one in a million times).  Then came the 

Internal Revenue Service, Lizee Jewelers, Hurley's Boy Store, Gerry Studio (Mr. Gerry was a 

friend of mine and looked back in his archives and found two pictures of my father for me. One 

of the pictures my father was sixteen years old wearing his first pair of long pants as boys in 

those days wore knickers, and in another picture when my father was a bit older) and it was so 

nice of Mr. Gerry to do that.  Hurley-Grant Company was next and some of the stores had steps 

in front and people, mostly retired senior men could sit there and talk to their friends.  On the 

second floor there was Getzoff, a dentist. 

  Crossing over on both sides of the footbridge we come to Curran's Pharmacy, which had 

a soda fountain. (This is the pharmacist I went to when I wasn’t eating because of having no 

teeth and he told me I better eat solid food or I would end up in a wheelchair)   There was also a 



water fountain on that corner, and just about everyone stopped for a drink.  Even little children 

could, as they had a cement block for them to stand on to reach the water.  We used to stop for a 

drink every time we went by.  Next came Weick, Jr, Optometrist, Dorwart, lawyer, Keegan. 

Dentist, Barrows, optometrist and Phil’s Barber Shot, and D & L Auto Accessories, and then 

Hallock's Restaurant.    

I went to work at Hallock's Restaurant was I was seventeen.  Just about everyone 

working on the street went there for lunch. I even got two jobs out of it years later from two of 

my old customers.  Next to the restaurant was Puritan's Clothing, and the best thing about it was 

that we were able to charge. I bought my niece, Martha, a beautiful white coat in there that she 

still has.  Then there was Lorraine's Beauty Shop and Tubridy's Ladies Clothes where they also 

had seamstresses if the clothes needed altering. 

 There was Plotkin's Jewelers, Cohen's Shoe Store, the Federal Land Bank, Eastern 

Connecticut Farm Loans, and Sadd Block, where we lived for awhile when I was nine.  There 

was 36 families living there at one time.  Underneath it, on the street was the old Woolworth's 5 

& 10 cent store.  Sears Roebuck was there, along with J.F. carr Clothing and Carrol's Toiletries.  

Upstairs there were offices - Southward Real Estate, Mustard Insurance, Healy Insurance (where 

I worked once), Atwood  Hypertrichcholy, W. Krug, lawyer and Family Finance (that was 

managed by a very nice man, Mr. Bortolan, who loaned me money to buy a bicycle when I was 

sixteen years old and I had this running account none stop, even thought it changed hands and 

names over the years, for forty-one years and I could always count on them because I always 

paid on time. 

    Sweeney's Stationary was where we went for school supplies and Smith-Keon has the 

store next door. Then there was the Windham Pharmacy.  The next building housed Ben's Eagle 



Shoe and I. Krug, a lawyer (who was in court when I got my divorce) said to me, "how could I 

still go out with Ackley after I was such a nervous wreck?"  Then Safenovitz and Spector, 

lawyers.  Next was a store Frank's Sundial Shoes. This was a family affair, and we are still 

friend's with the young Benny Prague and his sister Jay. 

     The Franklin Building comes next and Singer Sewing was there.  Then the Arnold 

Building with the Willimantic Camera Center, Arnold Insurance and Travelers Insurance, 

Charlie Shell Plumber, and Windham Underprice Clothing Store, and apartments upstairs.   

 Still on the south side of Main Street there were accountants, insurance lawyers, the 

Social Security Administration, Selective Service, Adult Probation, another finance company, 

Western Auto, Dr. Basden who made house calls, Beller's Package Store, the YMCA where we 

went swimming and later took exercise and yoga classes.  The Gem Theatre was there also, 

which was one of three movie houses we had there all at the same time, and also Colonial Studio 

Photos and Evelyn's School of Dance.  In the Kimball Block, there was the Department of Motor 

Vehicles where I had my driving test and got my license.  T.V. Sales and Services, the Hartford 

Courant, real estate office, chiropractor, and Hyde's Magazine Shop.  Then A&B Poultry Market, 

and Jim's Coffee Spot which was a very, very favorite spot for hamburgers, hot dogs, and 

grinders, each with their own special Jim's sauce and people are still nostalgic about it.   

 Next was the Air-force Recruiting Service and Star Furniture Company.  Sam 

Moskowitz, the owner, and his wife were true friends of my family.  Sam, the owner, was a true 

friend and one day when my mother and I wanted to move and couldn't afford to pay $50.00 per 

room for movers and we had four rooms, I was walking by Star Furniture and Jesus' words came 

to me: "Sell all that you have and come follow me." so I went into the store and made a deal with 

Sam - he took all of our furniture and gave me credit and brought the second-hand furniture to 



his store and brought our new furniture to our new apartment (no carrying charges) and I just had 

a small monthly payment to him.  He said he usually wrote numbers under second hand furniture 

but he wrote Claire under all of mine. 

 The next building housed The Lucky Strike Bowling Alleys, Bus Terminal, 

Luncheonette, Travel Bureau, Greyhound Bus Lines, New England Transportation buses, The 

Arrow Line Bus, the Blue Line bus terminal (we had a lot of ways to go to Hartford or Norwich 

or Providence) and Haggerty Insurance.  Mario's Bakery was in the next building, and Ebsmith's 

Gift Shop, run by Arlene Archambault, Andre and Pam's mother and their Aunt, Anna. There 

was Fox, dentist; Brainard, dentist, Steinman. Dental lab. And Toney, Hair stylist, where I had 

my hair done.   

The Capitol Theatre was in Willimantic as well (My friend Patty and I used to go the 

Capitol on Sunday afternoon, go to eat at the Lucky Strike lunch counter and then go bowling.  

That made for a nice Sunday).  Over the theatre, there was a dentist upstairs. Dr. Mason, and that 

is where I had my twenty-four teeth taken out.  I will never have to do that again.  There was 

another office upstairs and a lawyer, Omar Shepard, who had me as a witness whenever he 

needed me to sign something for a client, when I worked in the Insurance office.  Next to that 

building was a taxi at one time, and next to that was the Italian Garden Restaurant which had 

been there since the late 1800’s, and I was to work there for nearly thirteen years. Past that was 

the WILI building where Wayno sat in the window to broadcast.  Next in line was a shoemaker, 

Mangano’s and the Metropolitian Insurance office. 

 Upstairs over the theater, there was an insurance office where I worked for years, a life 

insurance company, Grossman Homes, a doctor, a dentist, Dr. Mason (where I went to have all 

my teeth taken out), a lawyer (who had me be a witness whenever he needed one), the Textile 



Workers of America Local 460 and The Council of Eastern Connecticut and Horn's Clothing 

Store was downstairs. At one time, there was a taxi next to that. 

 The Italian Garden Restaurant came next and it had been there since the late1880's by the 

same family. (I worked there for many years).  Many of the buildings on Main Street also had 

apartments upstairs where people lived.  The Capitol Diner was next to the restaurant and we 

called the diner Sputniks because that it what the owner's name sounded like.  I used to stop there 

for coffee in the morning.  There was a shoe repair shop next to that and the Metropolitan Life 

Insurance. 

 That was our Main Street during the 1960's and then in the early 1970's, someone decided 

that Willimantic needed an overhauling and they went through a large portion of the city, 

knocking down building after building and called it revitalization and drew up a map showing 

what the restorations were to look like but this did not come to pass and left Willimantic with an 

blank area, called the parcel, that once had at least nine streets where many businesses were and 

where many people lived and now I ask: 

                          "Where did all the people go?" 

 First I will start with Union Street where the only building left standing is the First 

Baptist Church.  After that there was Columbia Cleaners, two families, Losen's Tailor Shop, 

Goodwill Industries, 6 families, Willimantic Glass Company, Morris Hardware, nine families,  

Central Building and El Barrio. 

 Next came Walter Gottlich and four families.  Next came the Library Service Center and 

Laperle Memorials.  Mademoiselle Beauty Parlor, Lindy's Restaurant and Rose Haddad and five 

families.  Hickey Drug Store and La Esquina Records were at the end of Union Street at Jackson 

Street. 



 Going north on Jackson Street from Main Street, there was the Friendly Variety Store, 

Frenchy's Tavern, four families, Wonder Tavern, two families, McGraw & Durand Barber Shop, 

seven families, Lenny's Package Store and one family.  Haddad Furnished rooms with thirteen 

families.  Next came Sussman Oil Company, Sunkist Donut Shop and one family.  The 

American Legion, John J. Shea Post No. nineteen was next.  Then came Dukes Restaurant, one 

family and Knights of Columbus Hall, two families and Mrs. Belair's Candy Store (her daughter, 

Phyllis, was in my class at St. Joseph's School) and then three families.  

 Coming next and turning right at that corner building was Jackson Place.  At one time 

this street was called Cork Alley because the Irish mill worker's lived there.  Going east on 

Jackson Place, there were thirteen families on the right side of the street and eleven families 

living on the left side.  The street ended with a fence near the tracks on Milk Street.  We used to 

sneak through the fence as a shortcut and walk the tracks to Ash Street where we lived in Down  

Sodom. 

 Back onto Jackson Street were Klosowski & Son Tailors and then six families.  Then 

came our favorite place for hanging out at night and dancing to the juke box - first Bill Orange's 

Coffee Shop and then George Bourey's Coffee Shop.  It was the place to be with lots of swell 

young people having fun.  There were two families living there then Kinczyks Tailors and four 

more families.  Osso's Candy Store was on the left side corner where children for many, many, 

many years went there to buy candy and toys because it was in a great location amongst three 

grammar schools: St. Joseph's School; St. Mary's School; Natchaug Grammar School and there 

always was a nice Policeman, Pinky White, who would carry the little children across the street, 

yours truly and my sisters included. 



 Taking a turn to the right, was Valley Street Extension, where there were eleven families 

on one side of the street and eleven families on the other side of the street.  The street ended at 

the tracks on Milk Street.  At one time there was a fruit and vegetable warehouse at the end of 

the street because, in those days, produce was carried into Willimantic by train so many 

businesses had their back doors facing the tracks. 

 From Jackson Street, we turn west and enter Valley Street.  There were three families on 

the south side and St. Joseph's Parochial School on the north side of Valley Street and two 

families on the south side of the street and one family was the family of John J. Shea who was 

the first young man to die in the First World War.  A member of his family was also a Godparent 

of my father when he was baptised.  This house was a very small cottage and was on the corner 

of Valley Street and Broad Street.   

 There were fourteen families living on Broad Street.  At one time the Strand Theater was 

there and we spend many happy Saturdays there watching serials of cowboy movies and maybe 

taking home a free plate they gave away. 

 Valley Street from Broad Street going west had St. Mary’s Parochial School, on the north 

side of the street and Willimantic Plumbing Supplies on the south side.  There were four families 

living there.  Valley Street from Broad Street to Center Street had St. Mary’s French Roman 

Catholic Church and two families across the street.  Electronic Radio Television Inc was on the 

side where the families lived. 

 Center Street, from Union Street to Valley Street, had twenty-four families living from 

one end of the street to the other end of the street.  Also the Franco-American Club (French 

Club) was housed there half way in between.  It was in an old factory building and was used for 

many parties.  My cousin Helen McShea and John Smith had their wedding reception there andI 



was called upon to help serve the dinners.  I also gave my mother her seventy-fifth birthday party 

there.   

 Ray’s Electric Company was this street also as was the Center Street Garage.  My cousin, 

Twiddle Lucey, liked to tell what was a joke that was really true.  Someone asked him where the 

Center Street Garage was. (On Center Street, of course).  Riquier Vending Machines was also on 

that street.   

      Temple Street which ran north from Union Street to Valley Street housed Willimantic 

Institute Hair Dressing and Cosmotology and twelve families on the Street. My friends, Faye, 

Benny and David Semel lived there and I visited there often. 

 On Valley Street between Temple and Church Streets, there was the Great Atlantic and 

Pacific Tea Company and Liquor store and that building still stands there but only the Liquor 

Store remained open.  The front of the building has been remodeled and now houses the Co-op 

Store.     

  And so I say again – like in the song –  

 “WHERE HAVE ALL THE PEOPLE GONE?” 

        

    



 

 


