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How Danbury Got
to Be What It Is

Geography and Geology

By Truman Warner

Dr. Truman Warner, a Danbury native, is a professor of anthropology at
Western Connecticut State University and a past president of the Danbury
Scott-Fanton Museum and Historical Society. He was author of the first
booklet in this Tricentennial Series, an overview of Danbury’s history.



To those who lived in the community, p
its exact location and the specific boundérig"eveh
of minor consequence compared to the sVem
combination of geological formations, hillnlm“
yvalleys, streams and ponds, plant and animals.and
climate and weather, to which they hag to ad%nk'
Those geographic realities did not detju§t
inevitably how they lived, however, but insteennme
ljimits as to what was .feasible I ce e ;? Set
skills and knowledge which the residentg poss the
at a given tims. ] €sseq

Thus, the istorica geograph A
much more than the basic geography i{selnfc,omplafs?s
an account of how the inhabitants coped vith ¢
environment of the place where they iy ge
Throughout the years the inhabitants' interactfo'
with the geography changed as either the setthf
itself changed or as the people acquired differmé
technologies. They responded to the setting in two
ways: they adapted  or adjusted toan i
potentialities and limitations; and they altered
the setting itself in order to make it more
responsive to their needs.

In a geographic sense it is impossible to
define a functioning community solely by political
boundaries. Streams flow from one settled area to
another. A valley or a mountain ridge does not
stop where a line on a map marks the beginning of
another town. Animals migrate irrespective of
borders. wind currents carry pollutants great
distances. Needed resources not available locally
are sought elsewhere. Residents of one town work
in another. Inhabitants combine, formally'and
informally, with others outside the immediate
vicinity for regional action. They build economiC,
political and social ties with others 1in mOré
distant areas.

Consequently, even from its
geographic factors affecting Danbury were
confined to recognizable political boundaries.

founding, the
not

Geology of this region
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The - details ' of  the millionsisofSEYEREs o

geography of

geological history which led to the L
western Connecticut as today's residents 4
have yet to be deciphered adequately. the ared

g Although geologists have studied CA to
since early in the 19th Century, they contmuioc
explore and map and interpret the complex

ch have been metamorphized, altered,

folded and eroded over the millenia.
that continents

structures whi
tilted, bent,

A widely accepted theory is
drift across the surface of the earth, and that the
collisions and separations of major land masses
explain much that heretofore has been a mystery.

One early separation began some 700 million
years ago when what is now a portion of North
America was torn apart from its larger parent body.
For 200 to 300 million years the ocean between
continued to widen, but geologists are uncertain
whether its maximum width should be measured in
hundreds or thousands of miles.

Of specific pertinence to the geology of
Danbury is that the zone marking what was the
coastline of North America at that time runs
directly through the local community. Formations
west of this line--called Cameron's line in honor
of its discoverer——are remnants of rocks which
formed the early continental border, plus others of
oceanic origin later pushed into them. To the east
is land added millions of years later.

Eventually the continents moved toward one
another again, and their approach thrust the heavy
offshore sediment upward, into a .towering mountain
range along the edge of the North American
continent. The ocean finally began to vanish about
350 million years ago as the northern part of the
coast of the United States became welded to Europe
and Africa. It was not until about 230 million
years ago that the more southerly segment of North
America was joined to West Africa, further folding
the Appalachian Mountain region. The limestone and
marble of western Connecticut was a product of this
same period, originating as deposits of tiny shells
off the coast and heated, squeezed and pushed
inland as the continents came together.

Over eons the mighty mountains eroded, and
the mud and sand from them spread across one-third
of the continent. The Appalachians and associated
ranges along the east coast are what remain. Some
geologists identify the Hudson Highlands which
border Danbury on the west, as well as the
Housatonic and Berkshire highland farther north, as
"stumps"™ of mountains which were raised 460 million
years ago and then slid or were pushed tens of
ml;es westward during early stages of this mountain
building epoch.

; While what is now part of North America was
still joined to Europe and Africa, the inevitable
stress and strain resulting from the movements of
the continents created a series of splits in the



surface, 10 .to 50 miles wide ang of
The bedrock of the central Connec
is composeddof :edigengs agcumulated i
ift valley an ater hardened into sandst
;gghgz;sions whiqh created the rifts also 0p22§é
cracks through which lava erupted, resulﬁing in the
pasalt cliffs along the Connecticut River valley
north from New Haven and also found in nearby

r -

WOOdbuOze of these great rifts finally split wide
open and once again, about 170 million years ago,
the North American continent separated from Africa,
This time the break was not along the earlier
fracture in the Danbury region but instead occurreg
in what is now eastern Connecticut fairly close to
the Rhode Island border. Separation between Europe
and North America was not complete until
approximately 75 million years ago.

The bedrock of the Danbury hills is the
result of these mind-boggling changes. Formations
from the very ancient geological periods to the
most recent are .visible within the community to

those who know where to look. . .
The basic structures are complex combinations

of metamorphic rocks called schist, gneiss and
granite, the characteristics, locations and extent
of which are still being studied by geologists.
One variety, Danbury augen granite, previously
known as Danbury granodiorite-gneiss, bears the
name of the town itself, and a 1958 report by the
State Geological and Natural History Survey
describes its outcrop appearance:

"The area underlain by the Danbury augen
granite is marked throughout by gxcelleng
outcrops. This rock type forms hills an
accounts for the high relief just west of Liﬁ:
Candlewood. Outcrops make smooth pavements on e
fops and on the dip slopes (west slopes) of i
drumlins; many of these pavements are OVEL o
feet wide. The scarp slopes (east slopes) high
marked by cliffs, and vertical faces 50 feet 19
are common. At many places along the base © nETe
scarp slopes, piles of huge joint blocks y

earth's
depth.
lowland

great
ticut
n on

7 t
collected; these render the terr%}" a:i?ga
impass 5" 0 ica 3

passable . . Exposures of typi Wildman's

may be seen on the hill northwest of u
Landing and along Candlewood Lake Drive West :
west of Candlewood Knolls." duits
Fractures in this bedrock serve as eod dict
for ground water, but it is difficult to Presize
the yield in specific locations because the .,
and direction of the water-bearing cracks

irregular. In the modern era of water pollution,
fractures do little to purify contaminants that may
enter the water and then be carried for great
distances.

Occasionally builders have quarried the local
bedrock granite for construction projects—-
foundations of buildings, churches and a few large
homes--but its wuse has never made a major
contribution to the local economy.

The marble laid down in the ancient seas also
has played a major role in establishing the
topography, for limestone erodes more easily than
the other bedrock formations. The Still River
Valley in Danbury, Brookfield and New Milford, as
well as portions of the river bed of the Housatonic
in New Milford, follow troughs cut out of this
softer material. Lake Candlewood similarly lies in
a marble bedded valley.

In the places where the limestone is near the
surface quarries have flourished in the past. The
lime was used primarily for agricultural purposes
and the making of plaster and mortar. Marble
quarries, especially in Brookfield and New Milford,
supported several sawmills for cutting blocks of
the stone and forming them into hearth stones,
monuments, tomb stones, and fireplace facings. A
few shops also specialized in producing marble
pots, mantels and vases.

A descendant of one of the later quarry
owners recently reminisced about the past of this

industry:
"The stones for the lime kilns in Bethel
and Redding were broken by blows of a

sledgehammer, and the fires that would burn the
lime for mortar or fertilizer flared all night
long. The coopers who built the barrels for the
lime, the oxen that carried the stone out of the
quarry and the fires have long since disappeared.
. « . The quarry and its kilns were like a magnet
then, attracting immigrants or neighbors to work
as quarrymen or to cut timber for the kilns."
(The News-Times, Danbury, June 22, 1983)

Fire destroyed the abandoned buildings of the
last functioning quarry, off Federal Road in the
northeast corner of Danbury, in 1969.

The mountains along the east coast of the
United States, created as they were by the
shrinkage of the ocean, provided a great potential
for rich ore deposits. However, the erosion of the
Appalachians washed away most of the valuable ores
long before man could use them. Only small pockets
remained.




The closest Danbury was to a reqular !
of iron ore during the 18th Century were the :I;gtleg
in Salisbury anq Kent. Townsend's mine, at Simeys
Hill, in neighboring Southeast, _ New YOrkg
reportedly shipped ore to Danbury d_urlng i Samé
period. The mines in Brewster and Tilly Foster e
Mine Hill in Roxbury dlq not develop their s
ollowing century.

deposits until the £ L :
Attempts to find precious metals in ¢y,

region never proved successful although through the
years the hopes of some remained high. 1In 1875 tpe
Danbury News reported:

"For months the rumors of gold, silver ang
copper mines have been flying about thick and fast,
The capitalist has looked at his bank account to
see about purchasing stock. The merchant has
hoped the rumors are true, that trade might
receive an impetus. The laboring man has
indulged in dreams of wealth and comfort, for is
not gold to be had by the digging? These rumors
have increased with time and calculation until
everybody was talking of them, and most of them
laughing in derision at the idea of precious
metals being found in Danbury."

In that period the paper made reference. to a
silver mine in Padanaram, dug to a depth of at
least 50 feet; a mica mine in Ridgebury; a mine on
Thomas Mountain; a copper mine in the eastern part
of the town; and an iron and lead mine in Middle
River. None of these enterprises was long lasting.

However, Ridgefield produced mica in
commercial quantities in the 19th Century.
Pegmatite veins in Ridgefield and New Milford also
were the source, in relatively small quantities, of
a w;de variety of other minerals, including such
semi-precious stones as beryl, and rose and smoky
quartz.
. Danbury's claim to fame in the world of
mineralogy is Danburite, a rare mineral first
S}l}ﬁgvired in about 1837 by Dr. Charles ShePgﬁg
e eDwas conducting a geological survey Ofb.ng
s L. Shepard was not specific in descri ;as
COllectstf'hls find, merely stating that it the
e in the toyn of Danbury near site
e seemytOf Col. White." To locate that
Col. White h:alocate.the source of Danburite-

o e two mill sites in 1837. y ¢ North
Meadow, "the ¥ei{_183l_he purchased a mill a 5 an
machinery forutj:ng mill place” with PUIldln% and

ressing cloth e business of carding WQOh A
When he so1g s and the tools that went wltll or
in 1848, it was called his m!

factory at Padan Aran. This was located on what is
now Route 37, the road to New Fairfield, near the
Cracker Barrel Restaurant.

The second site was situated at the head of
Elm Street, on the Still River below the rocky
outcrop known as Gallows Hill, now the intersection
of Beaver Street and Elm Street. In 1835 when he
purchased the site, he also purchased a former
grist mill, seat and mill dam upstream. He was
sold the site with the privilege of taking all the
stone in the bed of the river as well as on both
sides of it to construct a raceway on the east
side, as well as lowering the bed of the river and
excavating the same. This privilege had been
granted a few months before to the previous owners.
In 1843, when he sold the property to his sons
William Augustus and Alexander M., who were
partners and merchants in New York, it was a hat
forming, and fur cutting and blowing manufactory.

Since there was such a large scale
construction project, from about 1835, to remove
rock on both sides of the bed and to lower the bed
of the river, it is reasonable to believe that the
Danburite already detached from its original
location was found here.

Both sites have been extensively altered.
The railroad passed through the western side of the
Gallows Hill site. The dam has been removed, the
pond drained and industrial buildings built where
the pond once stood. The other site has had its
dam removed and pond drained. Twentieth Century

urban sprawl has replaced both.

Glacier once covered area

In the comparatively recent past as measured
on the geologic time scale, the Wisconsin
continental ice sheet covered a vast portion of
North America. In the Connecticut area it reached--
and created--Long Island. No one knows for certain
the thickness of this gigantic glacier, but one
estimate places it at least 2,500 feet over the
site of Hartford. At the southern terminus it must
have been at least 550 feet thick. Because a huge
quantity of the ocean's water had become part of
the glacial ice, the shoreline was far out on what
is now the continental shelf as evidenced by the
remains of mastadons and mammoths and fresh water
peat dredged up from that area in recent years.
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The ice reached its greatest extent about
12,000 B.C. The traditional concept that the
glacier then gradually retreated, moving slowly
northward does not fit the facts. On the contrary,
the glacier melted in place, from the top down, and
the ice generally remained longer in southern New
England than in the northern parts.

Flint's study of the glacial geology explains
this seeming incongruity: :

"The chief cause of the preservation of the
ice in the south appears to have been 1low
elevation. The valleys of New England slope
southward; hence the gravels and sand that came
through the spillways were always spread
southward over lower ice. The ice in the south
had the best chance to be covered with a blanket
of debris that was just as effective as sawdust;
and so the ice remained and blocked the water
Ciles o o o
"It would be interesting to picture the
landscape of southern Connecticut during these
last stages. Probably no ice was visible, being
covered up (except along the lake margins) with
thick gravel and sand. There is no reason why
the landscape need have been bare. . . . Here in
Connecticut carbonized twigs and other plant
remains are of not uncommon occurrence in the
terrace sands. This suggests that the land
surface became reclothed with vegetation about
as rapidly as it emerged from the ice. There is
other evidence just as good. The remains of
reindeer have been found embedded in the terrace
sediments. If these reindeer stayed in a
country where there was no vegetation, and
therefore nothing to eat, then they were very
different from their modern descendants.

"The evidence, then, combines to tell us
the story, not of the melting back of the
wavering front of a moving glacier, but of the
melting down of a stagnant and decaying mass
of dead ice, the highest parts first and the
lowest parts last; hence roughly from north to
south."
The effect of the glacier on the general
topography of the Danbury region was relatively
minor. The hills were lowered a bit and their
edges rounded off. Valleys were widened and a
series of terraces were deposited by the various
shore levels of the glacial lakes which filled the
valleys. Preglacial mantle rock was removed and
redistributed. In places the bedrqck was gouged
out, and in places there were extensive deposits of

sand and gravel.






