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Wethersfield Historical Society Appoints
New Executive Director

Wethersfield Historical Society is dehghted to wel—
come Julia Isenberg as the society’s new Executive
Director. (Her appointment was effective April 27).

With more than fifteen years of experience in non-
profit leadership, fundraising, strategic communica-
tions, and program development, Julia will help WHS
expand its reach, strengthen its resources, and foster
meaningful engagement across Wethersfield’s diverse
population.

Previously, Julia worked in development at the Wad-
sworth Atheneum, Children’s Hospital at Montefiore
(Bronx, NY), and Chapel Haven Schleifer Center
(New Haven & New York). She had also worked in
audience services at Capital Region Education Coun-
cil and Hartford Stage.

In her career, Julia has strengthened mission-driven

latlonshlp bulldlng She has led multlmllhon dollar
campaigns, secured transformational grants, and de-
veloped operational systems to ensure strong financial
stewardship and long-term sustainability.

Board Chair Dorene Ciarcia noted the search commit-
tee was “impressed with Julia’s experience in strate-
gic fundraising and relationship building, vital skills
needed in WHS’s efforts to grow its membership and
donor base.”

As a Wethersfield resident, Julia is excited to steward
WHS, an organization with an essential role in pre-
serving and sharing our community’s story. She looks
forward to contributing to the future of WHS and the
cultural and historical vibrancy of our town.

To read Julia’s opening remarks to the society, turn the
page to see her first “Forecast”.
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FORECAST

I would like to thank everyone who has so warmly wel-
comed me to the Wethersfield Historical Society. I am
excited and energized to be leading this incredible team
of Board members, staff, and volunteers to further our
mission of preserving and promoting Wethersfield’s
history and culture to inspire people today and to-
Morrow.

Over the past month, I have focused
much of my time on listening and
learning. I have met with longtime
supporters of the Society, volunteers,
community leaders, and partner or-
ganizations who care deeply about
the future of our museum, historic
buildings, collections, and educational
programming. These conversations
have been invaluable as we begin planning for the Soci-
ety’s next chapter and sustainability.

Nearly every conversation that I had emphasized

how deeply this organization matters to the people of
Wethersfield. We have some of the most dedicated and
devoted volunteers and supporters that I have ever seen
at a nonprofit organization. Thank you - we couldn’t do
it without you.

As we move forward, I believe there is tremendous
opportunity to strengthen the Society through expanded
partnerships, strategic planning, and new engagement
opportunities. We are committed not only to preserving
history, but also to ensuring that the Society remains a
vibrant and welcoming community for all.

Speaking of community, I hope that you will join us on
Wednesday, July 8th at 5:00pm outside of Keeney to fol-
low the Heritage Walk to the Cove. Wesley Broulik will
be reading the Declaration of Independence as Benjamin
Franklin in honor of America 250! I look forward to see-
ing you there and celebrating our history together.

Let freedom ring!,

Julia Isenberg
WHS Executive Director
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to inspire people today and tomorrow.
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WHS Annual Meeting 2026

Photo from WHS Annual Meeting 2025

Wethersfield Historical Society’s 94th Annual Meeting was held in the Keeney Ballroom on
Tuesday, May 12. After a social hour featuring good company, wine, beer, soft drinks, and sa-
vory hors d’oeuvres catered by The Cove Deli, the membership settled in to hear reports on the
society’s activities from Board Chair Dorene Ciarcia, new Executive Director Julia Isenberg,
and Governance Committee Chair Marc Berube. The membership was then called upon to elect
new members to the Governing and Advisory Boards.

The following nominees were presented to the society by the Governance Committee and ap-
proved unanimously by voice vote of the membership in attendance.

For Governing Board: For Advisory Board:
Doug Weed (2027) Patricia Allen (2029)
Autumn Gordon-Chow (2029) John Oblak (2029)
Breauna Jurkowski (2029) John Oldham (2029)
Nancy Kotchko (2029)

Beverly Lucas (2029)

Mike Munroe (2029)

The new Governing Board met briefly in the Keeney Center’s Bardani Room after the Annual
Meeting to elect their officers. They voted unanimously to retain the current slate with the addi-
tion of Doug Weed as Treasurer. Congratulations to Board Chair Dorene Ciarcia, Vice Chair
Marc Berube, Secretary Beverly Lucas, and Treasurer Doug Weed.
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Legendary L.ady: Sophia Woodhouse
& her Beautiful Bonnets

Museum Educator William “Gillie”” Johnson offers another insightful look at what life was
like in 19th Century Wethersfield by examining the life of Sophia Woodhouse.

E. n

Who would have thought that when Sarah Buck Woodhouse gave birth to her 14th child in December 1799
that baby Sophia would become, for a brief instant, a famous fashionista?

Sophia was born in the house located at 538 Main Street in Wethersfield. Though the house still stands, it
would have been much smaller when Sophia lived in it. When Sophia was only 6 years old, her father died.
Although it must have been hard for Sophia to lose her father at such a young age, he seems to have left be-
hind ample money to help his family get by financially without him.

Sophia grew up in a time when the newly independent United States of America teetered on the edge of war
with France or England. In an attempt to prevent a war, an infamous embargo on foreign trade was enacted

in 1807. The embargo had a devastating impact on New England’s economy and failed to prevent the War of
1812 with England. This trouble on the international stage made the purchase of fashionable Leghorn bonnets
from Italy more expensive in both England and the United States and encouraged people to find a suitable
alternative.

In 1819, Sophia exhibited a bonnet at the Hartford County Agricultural Society’s Cattle Show and Fair.
Thousands of people are said to have attended the fair and to have marveled at Sophia’s bonnet. It was said
to be of equal or greater quality than the popular Leghorn bonnets. Although there was no prize planned for
best bonnet, the committee who judged the examples of domestic manufactures exhibited at the fair were so
impressed with Sophia’s bonnet that they awarded her $6'. Sophia would sell that bonnet for $302. In fact,
Sophia’s bonnet was so impressive that newspapers in other states carried the story of the bonnet.

1$6 in 1819 would be worth about $153.06 in December 2025
@TQ $30in 1819 would be worth about $765.30 in December 2025 I‘[ﬁ
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gll Considering her success in 1819, 1t 1s not surprising that Sophia once again participated in the Hartford L@
County Agricultural Society’s Cattle Show and Fair in 1820. Sophia would again win the prize for the best
grass bonnet displayed at the fair and her older sister Mary would win a prize for the second best grass bonnet
at the fair. Lorenzo Bull of Hartford was so impressed by Sophia’s bonnet that he is said to have given her the

choice of naming her price for the bonnet or of allowing the bonnet to be sent to London (free of charge) to
be sold there on her behalf. After Lorenzo purchased the bonnet, he sent it to his brother Marcus who lived in
London. Through Marcus’s business connections, Sophia’s bonnet came to the attention of a member of the
Royal Society of Arts.

In June 1821, Thomas Hack, a member of the Royal Society, wrote to journalist and farmer William Cobbett
regarding Sophia’s bonnet. He asserted that discovering of what material the bonnet was made, and wheth-
er that material could be grown in England was “a matter of great public importance”. It was his hope that
women in England might produce similar bonnets and that England would no longer spend so much money
importing Leghorn bonnets. As a result, the Royal Society awarded Sophia a silver medal and a cash prize
provided that she informed them about how the bonnet was made. This award was particularly noteworthy
because the Royal Society did not normally grant awards to foreigners.

To obtain the requested information, William Cobbett sent his son James, who was then in New York, to visit
Sophia in Wethersfield. There, James discovered that Sophia was now a married woman. (She had married
Gurdon Wells in November 1820 and in April 1821, Sophia had given birth to her first child, Mary Sophia
Wells.) Sophia told James that the bonnets were made out of spear-grass and described the process by which
she made them. Sophia also would send a letter later that year to the Royal Society describing the process.

According to Sophia, the spear-grass she used grew “spontaneously and abundantly” in the Wethersfield
meadows. When the spear-grass was in full bloom, Sophia would cut it close to ground. Next, Sophia poured
boiling water onto it and dried it in the sun several times. Then, she would moisten the grass with a solution
of soap, water, and pearl-ash and place it upright at the bottom of a cask. Next, she fumigated the grass for
about two hours in the cask by burning brimstone with a small heated kettle or dish of coals, reheating the
kettle or replenishing the coals as needed. To ensure the smoke would not escape from the cask, she would
cover the top of the cask with blankets. At this point, the spear of the grass was separated from the flower and
leaves. Only the spear was used by Sophia to braid her bonnets. Once the bonnet was sewn together, Sophia
would fumigate it again and then carefully press it with a smoothing iron.

Not long after writing down her process for the Royal Society, Sophia and her husband Gurdon received a
United States patent for an “Improvement in manufacturing grass bonnets and hats”. At a time when married
women of means seldom worked outside of the home, Sophia defied convention and, in 1822, established a
factory in Wethersfield for manufacturing grass bonnets and hats. This business, called Gurdon Wells & Co.,
was to be overseen by Sophia and her older sisters Harriet and Mary Woodhouse. They sought to hire girls
between 12 and 18 years old to make these bonnets. Perhaps to help advertise her business or maybe just
because she was proud of her success and wanted to share it, that fall, Sophia exhibited the silver medal and
money that she received from the Royal Society at the Hartford County Agricultural Society’s Cattle Show
and Fair.

Sophia’s bonnets remained popular in 1823. In January, one of Sophia’s bonnets could be seen at a store on
Broadway in New York. That December, Sally Churchill is said to have worn one of Sophia’s bonnets on the
day that she married Samuel Coleman. For over a century, Sally’s descendants held onto the bonnet, doubt-
less as a treasured family heirloom.
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gll In April 1824, Gurdon Wells & Co. dissolved. From then on, the business of making grass hats and Hl@

bonnets would be carried on by Sophia’s brother-in-law Samuel Galpin and her sisters Harriet and Mary
Woodhouse. Sophia at this point was the mother of two daughters and probably decided to focus her energy
on caring for her family. Over the next 19 years, Sophia would give birth to 8 more children.

As the years went by, Sophia would face her share of tragedy. She would outlast her husband Gurdon, six of
her ten children, and most of her siblings. Sophia died in 1883.

Unlike her talented and entrepreneurial sisters Mary and Harriet Woodhouse, Sophia had grandchildren to
help keep her story alive. Sophia’s skill in making bonnets made her the subject of several legends, both
during her lifetime and after her death. Newspapers during Sophia’s lifetime were sometimes extravagant in
the praise that they heaped onto her. One article declared, “We doubt whether any instance can be found, in
which greater ingenuity has been manifested, than by the self-taught manufacturers of these elegant articles
of female attire in this country. That after only two or three attempts, our young countrywomen should be
able to rival the experience of Italy, in this difficult fabric, is in the highest degree creditable to their ingenuity
and perseverance.” Insufficient evidence survives about Sophia’s life to confirm or deny whether Sophia was
really self-taught or whether she actually figured out how to make her famed bonnets after only a few tries.
William Cobbett believed that a Wethersfield mariner who traveled to Italy might have brought some of the
secrets of how to make grass bonnets back to Wethersfield. Sophia’s older brothers Titus and Joseph Wood-
house were mariners. Did one of them or another seafaring relative or friend travel to Italy and bring back
vital information that helped Sophia to develop her famous grass bonnets? Was William Cobbett’s theory
completely wrong? Did Sophia discover the proper techniques through her own ingenuity or through collabo-
rating with her sisters or neighbors? Unfortunately, how Sophia learned to make the bonnets remains a mys-

tery.

Sophia is often credited with making a bonnet that was worn by first lady Louisa Adams, wife of president
John Quincy Adams. In reality, the bonnet that Louisa Adams enjoyed was made by Sophia’s sister Mary.
Mary sold the bonnet that she displayed at the 1820 fair for $25°. After being exhibited in New York, Mary’s
bonnet was auctioned at the Tontine Coffee House in New York where it sold for $39%. John Hurd then gave
this bonnet to Louisa Adams.

According to another local legend, Wethersfield resident Maria Francis made hundreds of bonnets for Sophia.
It is unlikely that Maria actually worked for Sophia since Sophia sought to employ girls between the ages of
12 and 18 to work at her factory and Maria was 20 when Sophia’s factory opened. Furthermore, none of the
numerous letters in Wethersfield Historical Society’s Francis Family Collection ever state that Maria worked
for Sophia. Instead, Maria reported in a letter to her brother Walter that she spent 7 weeks of the winter of
1824-1825 working at a milliner’s shop in Hartford. At that point, Sophia was no longer running her busi-
ness, which means that the milliner for whom Maria worked was not Sophia. In 1833, Maria wrote to her
brother James Hanmer Francis that she did not have time to finish working on his shirts because she was too
busy with hundreds of bonnets. It is unclear from the letter whether Maria made those bonnets, decorated the
bonnets, or if she was just selling them. She may also have been exaggerating about the number of bonnets in
order to better justify her inability to finish her brother’s shirts. Even if Maria did make hundreds of bonnets
that summer, based on the date, it is too late for her to have made those bonnets for Sophia.

While all of the legends regarding Sophia may not be true, Sophia was still a remarkable woman. She was an
early female entrepreneur in a time in which women rarely had the opportunity to run businesses and for that,
she deserves the praise that her contemporaries and historians have so often bestowed on her.

3 $25 in 1820 would be worth about $692.26 in December 2025
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The Betty Arnold Scholarship Award

Wethersfield Historical Society presented the Betty Arnold Scholarship
Award to Michael Fazzini at the Dollars for Scholars Awards Cere-
mony. The event was held at the Pitkin Center on Tuesday evening,

, May 26. Michael is a graduating Wethersfield High School senior
who plans to study history at the University of Connecticut this fall.
Governing Board members Joan and Mike Munroe had the pleasure of
awarding the commemorative plaque and certificate. Congratulations

= to Michael and all the deserving recipients of this year’s Dollars for
'~ Scholars awards!
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In Memoriam

Wethersfield Historical Society sadly notes the pass-
ing of Margaretta “Margo” Arnold (December 28,
2025) and former WHS Executive Director Brenda
Milkofsky (May 16, 2026). In an ironic coinicidence,
o | Elizabeth Arnold, the Betty Arnold of the scholarship
above, was Margo’s mother-in-law. Brenda Milkof-

: ' | sky served as WHS’ Executive Director from 1994
Margo Arnold N until 2003. She left Wethersfield to become the senior Brenda lekofsky
curator of the CT River Museum, where she had begun her museum career in 1976 and became its director in

1979. Our sincere condolences go out to their families and friends. Margo’s obituary can be found here and
Brenda’s here.

Keeney Koolers Returns July 14, 2026. 6:30 pm

Thanks to the generosity of a single donor, Keeney Koolers Concert Series returns with one concert to be
held on Tuesday, July 14 at 6:30 pm. Wethersfield Historical Society welcomes Number 9 back to the Show-
mobile Stage. Bring your blankets, lawn chairs, a picnic supper, and something cool to drink. Come early and
stake out your spot on the Keeney Lawn to enjoy everybody’s favorite Beatles tribute band.
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https://www.legacy.com/us/obituaries/washingtonpost/name/margaretta-arnold-obituary?id=61088555
https://www.everlywheatley.com/obituaries/Brenda-O-Milkofsky?obId=48445552

JULY 4., 1776.

Wednesday, Iuly8 2026
! States of “Mnverico.

Gulded Processnon from Keeney Memorlal Center (200 Main Street) to
the Cove Warehouse (533 Mam Street) Dlstance 3/4 mlle o S
‘°500pm Groupl A e st g
°5 10 pm - Group 3

/6:00 pm - Nationwide Readlng of the Declaratlon of Independence v ok
“/““read by Wesley Broulik as o L Hing o
‘Benjamin Franklin’
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WHS welcomes the following new members: Lucy Albetski, Thomas and Karen
George, Autumn Gordon-Chow, Barbara Hurlbert, Breauna Jurkowski, and Doreen Matteson.

Calendar of Events:

June 13 Hurlbut-Dunham House Open to the Public
June 20 Ancient Burying Ground Tour
July 8 Nationwide Reading of the Declaration of Independenc
July 14 Keeney Koolers Concert - Number 9
July 21 American Revolution Program Series -

The French Alliance & the Road to Yorktown
Aug.5-15 Time’s Fool The Winter’s Tale
Sept. 5 Ancient Burying Ground Tour
Oct. 3 44th Annual Old Wethersfield Arts & Crafts Fair
Oct. 9-11 The 16th Annual Old Wethersfield Lantern Light Tours
Oct. 24 Ancient Burying Ground Tour
Dec. 5 Holidays on Main
Dec. 5& 6 Hurlbut-Dunham House Decorated for the Holidays
Dec. 12 Hurlbut-Dunham House Decorated for the Holidays
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