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Social Life of a Generation Ago. 

Read at Warren’s Old Home Day, Saturday, September 2nd, 1911 

 

Mrs. [Lucy Sackett] Huth’s Reminiscences. 

When listening to the stories of a generation ago, one is tempted to imagine that most of the time was 

spent in social gayety, and yet, when those stories are sifted down one comes to the conclusion that, 

after all, life in its essentials was not so different from the present.  Perhaps the chief thing that 

distinguishes the social life of the time was its greater simplicity., unconventionality and spontaneity. 

When a rainy day came along a whole family would start off to spend the day with some relative or 

neighbor, and no housekeeper ever pleaded guilty to being unprepared for company.  Or the young 

people would drop in for a surprise party upon some family to spend a jolly evening and be treated to 

apples and cider and doughnuts if the jar happened to be full, around the great open fire. 

Especially in the case of Mr. Justus Sackett, (who lived in the place beyond the “Stone House” on the 

Litchfield Road, now fast falling to decay where there were six lively girls, it was not necessary to search 

far for fun. 

In thinking of the large families of those days, one is reminded of the story Mr. Chas. Hine used to tell of 

his own home in Ohio.  One night when his mother counted the children, according to her usual custom 

to see if they were all in bed, one of the boys was found missing.  After getting them all out of bed, and 

looking them over, it was ascertained that Master Charlie himself was the one.  A lively search ensued 

through all the closets and bureau drawers and finally the barns, where he was discovered fast asleep in 

the sheep rack. 

The Sackett Homestead was commonly known as “Sackett’s Harbor”, because no one was ever refused a 

shelter there.  Sometimes such hospitality was attended with drawbacks, as in the case of “Uncle Bill 

Newcomb”, who was a periodic visitor.  His only occupation consisted in whittling out pudding sticks to 

sell for a trifle or give to his friends.  It was his custom to get up at 3 o’clock in the morning, stir up the 

fire in the fireplace and sing at the top of his voice, such songs as “The Stone that is Falling will Gather 

no Moss” or arouse up, “O Sleepers, the Morning is come”.  When the patience of the family was finally 

exhausted, Mrs. Sackett would give him a certain amount pounds of pork on condition that he would 

stay away a certain number of weeks, but she couldn’t count on his sure return when the time was up.” 

Another, but more reliable visitor was a rich old cattle dealer, “Uncle Robert Clark”, from Woodbury, 

who used to ride to New Haven on horseback.  Many a time they would roll him up in flannel blankets 

before the fire to thaw him out after such a ride.  Then there followed a merry time, collecting the fatted 

cattle that were to be sold, scouring up their horns that they might look their best, and starting them off 

for New Haven. 

Many were the lively times that Mrs. Lucy Huth, who was the youngest daughter of the Sackett family, 

remembers when some of the young men were making calls upon one or another of the girls and many 

were the tricks played upon them.   Mr. Chas Hine was once guilty of assisting to tie a rope on the back 



of a visitor’s saddle and fastening the other end to a beam in the barn; so that when the owner started 

off in the darkness of the early morning hours, he was surprised to find his saddle suddenly jerked from 

under him. 

A few years later, when Miss Lucy herself, got up in the morning after a long evening spent with Mr. 

Ralph Curtiss, she was surprised to see him walking about the yard as if searching for something.  Upon 

investigation it developed that not finding his horse the preceding night, he had walked home supposing 

that the animal had preceded him.  Finding however that that was not the case, he walked back in the 

early morning, to discover at last his horse peacefully grazing in the furthest pasture, where someone 

had considerately turned him the night before. 

Mrs. Sackett looked on indulgently at the pranks, and seldom spoke more severely than to say, “Why, 

girls how dare you?”, or “Girls, girls what will become of you?”.  Mrs. Huth well remembers how she 

often used to say to her, “You’ll go through the brakes, and take up with a crooked stick at last.”  But to 

quote her own mild words, “We all grew up to be respectable”.  Usually, to her father was content to 

look quietly on at the fun; but once Mrs. Huth remembers his speaking so stern a reproof that she 

jumped from the table and ran upstairs and hid behind the bureau. 

But good times were not confined to the limits of Sackett’s Harbor.  In summer there were picnics, at 

which a merry crowd of young folks assembled. On one occasion, when a picnic had been arranged at 

the “Pinnacle” in honor of the Rev. Crookshank, who was then preaching in Warren.  Burton Gilbert was 

made the butt of a practical joke.  When they stopped to rest halfway up, Lucinda Sackett, Miranda 

Curtiss and Charles Hine secured a bottle of wine with which he had proved himself and refilled it with 

vinegar.  Mr. Gilbert was entertaining two students at the time, and when they all reach ed the top of 

the Pinnacle he offered them refreshment from the bottle.  But they, having been previously warned, 

declined.  Thereupon, Mr. Gilbert, after fitting remarks proceeded to drink to the health of the crowd.  

History has no record of his expression of surprise at the taste of the beverage, but it has preserved his 

closing remark: “If you want to raise the devil, get the women and the minister together.” 

The social event of the winter was always the “Donation Party”.  It was understood that the minister 

should have a specified salary and a donation. In the earlier days this was rather a lengthy affair, held in 

the afternoon for the benefit of the old people, and in the evening for the young people.  But though 

some went in the afternoon, few can be remembered who took advantage of the privilege of going 

home early.  Beside contributing good things toward the supper, each participant was expected to bring 

some substantial addition to the ministerial larder in the shape of chickens, potatoes, preserved fruit or 

whatever was available.  Also, a collection was taken at supper or immediately after, which always 

amounted to $50 or $100.  those who attended the donation parties later, during Mrs. Bassett’s 

pastorate recall how the exercises after supper always began with Mrs. Basset’s singing the only song 

she professed to know, “Johnny Sands”, and closed at Mr. Bassett’s request, after remarks of very 

genuine appreciations on his part, with “Blest be the Tie that Binde”. 

Beside the Sewing Societies, which furnished opportunities for pleasure and industry to the ladies of the 

town, there was always the singing school to attract the musical and non-musical alike.  Its object was 

partly social and partly to train singers for the church choir.  There was scarcely a house which could not 

furnish a member of good singers.  the names particularly remembered are: Strong, Curtiss, Sackett, 

Hopkins, Tanner, Marsh, Foote, Stone, Rouse, Everett, Gilbert Taylor and Carter.  At a later time, some of 

the chief singers were Eunice Layman, Charrie Strong, Flora Sackett, Hannah and Henry Stone, Lucy Hall, 



Rosie Jackson, Seymour and Homer Strong, Edward and Lucien Rouse, Norman and Myron Lyman, 

Marvin Tanner, George Humphrey and Mrs. Alber Knapp.  Of the Sackett girls, only one, Laura was not 

musical, and she intensely disliked all music.  Mrs. Huth, who could no more help singing that she could 

help breathing, remembers with what a bang her sister’s old shoe used to come against her door at 

night and how she used to pay her so much an hour to keep still.  But in spite of this bargain, it was 

often necessary for her to say in a tone of solemn reproof, “Lucy, I heard you singing this morning.”  The 

teacher of the singing school would come for a number of weeks for a certain sum, and each family 

would give according to the number who attended.  It was usually held Friday evening in the Town Hall 

which was also used for a private school at that time.  There would be snow and good sleighing most of 

the winter, so the young men would get out their big two horse sleighs with bells, and call at the 

different houses along the road to pick up a load of young folks.  Mr. Ed Beeman was one who was 

always on hand and could be depended on to bring a big load. The room would be filled.  They met early 

and the girls used to roll up their shawls and hoods and put them on the shelf before going up the 

narrow aisle which had benches on each side, one for the girls, the other for the boys.  Mrs. Huth had 

particular cause to remember this custom; for one night after she was bundled up and tucked into the 

big sleigh, she felt something as big as a woodchuck running around under her coat.  All efforts to 

dislodge the uninvited traveler proved unavailing, till she got home and took off her cloak, when the 

biggest rat that she ever had seen, scampered across the floor. 

At the opening of the singing school the teacher would get out the tuning fork and try the voices, all who 

could “raise and fall” the eight notes had sets reserved for them, and the best singers were seated in 

front.  Then he would give the pitch with his tuning fork, or more often a pitch pipe and say, “All please 

sound” whereupon each would take the pitch from the keynote.  They were taught to sing “Do, Re, Me, 

Fa, Sol”. At one time they used the “Buck-Wheat” notes, an invention supposed to facilitate reading, 

having only four syllables, “Sol” represented by a round not, “La” by a square one, “Me” by a diamond 

shape, and “Faw” by a triangular not. But this method, although very popular for a time, soon fell into 

disfavor.  In the spring, a grand concert was always given in the church, and it was always considered a 

great honor to be chosen as a soloist.  the teacher usually came in a sleigh or on horseback from some 

other town and to keep him was a great honor.  Fifty years ago, this winter Earle Buckingham from 

Washington was teacher and one of the songs particularly remembered was “The Yellow, Yellow 

Cowslip and the Pale Primrose” in which the bass solo was sung by Mr. Marvin Tanner.  Among the 

leaders of the choir were Clawson Stone, Martin Strong and his bass viol are well remembered by all the 

older people.  As a boy, he was so much more fond of music that on farming that he earned the 

nickname of “Eben’s Gentleman”. One night with his mother’s connivance, he slipped out, drove to 

Cornwall Plains and borrowed a bass viol.  It proved to be lacking a string or two, but his mother 

supplied the deficiency with strings of silk and upon this instrument, in spite of his father's displeasure, 

he learned to play so well that at seventeen he was entrusted with a bass biol which belonged to the 

choir, and with which he led the singing for over fifty years.   

As we look back, may were the discomforts and hardships of life in the country, three quarters of a 

century ago, but some at least, were the advantages.  If sewing machines and telephone had never been 

heard of neither had chaperones and calling cards.  The intricate questions of social etiquette might not 

then have been worked out to a solution; at any rate social life was a pleasure and not a burden. And 

one of the causes of the strong manhood and womanhood of that day was the people could play as hard 

and as well as they could work. 


