












Who were Danbury's first peoples? The 

Pahquioque
Published 4:25 pm, Saturday, March 5, 2011 

For too long, the western Connecticut area has been seen as the backwater of scholarly studies.

Indeed, this area was settled later than other areas in Connecticut, namely, in the late 17th and 

early 18th centuries. 

There were no well-known groups like the Pequot, Niantic and Mohegan, "officially" living in the 

western Connecticut region.

John DeForest who wrote the seminal (and ethnocentric) work on Connecticut's Indians in 1853 

regarded the northwest lands as devoid of native inhabitants. 

Over the past 25 years, however, thanks to the pioneering work of many archaeologists, the whole 

western Connecticut area is now the focus for many scholars who are doing a wide 

variety research. 

In the past 10 years I have been scouring the region as an archaeologist and ethnohistorian.

Diane Hassan, a researcher from the Danbury Museum &Historical Society, has been helping me 

gather materials that address our city's original inhabitants.

The information we are uncovering has a potential, significant bearing on a political battle that is 

brewing in Danbury.

The Army is proposing to build a campsite on an old farm site that overlooks the old fairgrounds 

and the Still River lowlands.

This area, as you will read, is exactly where native peoples camped, fished, made their baskets and 

traveled, even as recently as the early 20th century. 

The Dutch Novi Belgii from 1656 and the Mathew Speiss map from 1935 record a village called 

Pahquioque east of the Hudson and north of the Sound, along a trail that is now known as Route 7.

We don't have a lot of information about this settlement. How far back did it go? Was it one of 

those large "villages" or was it a much smaller inland habitation, consisting of dispersed farming 

and fishing hamlets?

What do we know about the indigenous folks of Danbury?

Well, the environment here was remarkably full of resources that native people would 

have harvested.
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The Still River, a tributary of the Housatonic, flows throughout Danbury. Waterfalls and fishing 

areas were found on many parts of the river. 

H.B. Fanton, a collector and historian of ancient Danbury, cited numerous wild foods that were 

found along the 1901 Still River in western Danbury, from Farrington and Sanford's ponds to Lake 

Kenosia: small mouth bass, sun fish, perch, pickerel, pike, eel and bullheads (these latter two were 

caught at night using lanterns to lure the fish to the surface).

He also noted otter, mink, beaver, opossum, weasel, skunk, muskrats, deer, duck, geese, snipe, red 

and grey fox, rabbits, woodchucks, quails, partridge, woodcocks, raccoons, and copper 

head snakes. 

Because of the extensive wetlands, earliest Anglo inhabitants of the "plantation of Pahquioque" 

asked that their town be called Swampfield.

The governor, Robert Treat, may have realized that such a name was not marketable and he chose 

to name the town Danbury after a village in his native Essex County, England.

Danbury was made a town by act of the General Court in 1687. 

Archaeological site files in the Office of State Archaeology list numerous sites along this Still River 

corridor in western Danbury. 

Sadly, much of the area was urbanized; so, much of the ancient history is buried under concrete. 

The Interstate was built in the 1960s, the mall replaced the fairgrounds in the 1980s, and strip 

malls, the airport, and industry have claimed other huge tracts of land. 

Fanton's diaries, however, reveal some of the secrets about Danbury's past.

Fanton was a well-known collector who excavated sites and purchased and sold artifacts widely in 

New England. He was connected to other collectors and various museums in the area, such as the 

University of Connecticut.

With the help of state archaeologist Nick Bellantoni, we are trying to track down where his vast 

collection of artifacts went after he died. 

We've discovered that there were a lot of people digging throughout western Danbury in search of 

campsites in the early 20th century. It's anyone's guess about where those artifacts are 

now located.

Of special interest to us are Fanton's hand-drawn maps of ancient village sites.

Fanton, as well as living old timers, discuss native people who lived in this western area of 

Danbury even into the 20th century, and included people like Indian Betty, Indian Jane and Peter, 

and Indian Mary. 
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Danbury's natives lived throughout the region and were not restricted to the town's western edge. 

However, that said, figuring out the names of these people, was and is often problematic. 

They were people who slipped through the usual documentary records that covered the dominant 

Anglo society, and they were nearly invisible. 

So, where were the Indians? 

Given all the logistical problems with knowing who and where these people were, we have come up 

with some concrete data that help make the invisible visible. 

We discuss natives according to geographic sections, below: 

Beaver Brook and Brookfield

Fanton's notes in his "Geologic History of Danbury" that there was a large Indian rockshelter on 

the "mountain" -- he cites all kinds of materials from jasper to quartz tools, from soapstone to 

clay pottery. 

The whole area from Beaver Brook Mountain to Whisconier in Brookfield boasts the largest 

collection of artifacts, he says, this side of New Milford. 

I personally had heard about the Beaverbrook Mountain area from locals as a particularly rich 

area, at least until strip malls, housing developments, and roads destroyed many of the sites. 

An unpublished manuscript at the Danbury Historical Society also mentions how everyone knows 

about the old Indian Rock or Cave at Beaver Brook Mountain where an Indian family once lived.

The author (Henry Betts) goes on to talk about a number of natives who lived in the area: "The 

writer saw some of them there in 1885." (Henry Betts, papers, n.d.).

The manuscript also mentions how the region near where the Danbury, Brookfield and Bethel 

lines are filled with native artifacts. 

Neversink Pond and Candlewood Lake 

Neversink Pond became a part of Candlewood Lake. It is now long gone.

Candlewood Lake was created in the 1920s to help generate power in a then, state-of-the-art 

technology that pumps water through huge turbines to create electricity. 

With the building of this lake, thousands of acres of farmland were flooded. Fanton, as well as 

captions from old photos of the pond, suggest that native peoples had been camping on the edge of 

this pond too.
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One photo caption read: "Piles of wood for lumber and firewood removed from the Neversink 

Swamp. Shepard's had a sawmill there. Foundations of two or three Indian houses were disclosed 

along the road after the wood was cut down." 

Bailey mentions a "family of Indians" who were living here as late as 1850.

Fanton did some "digging" and collecting here and noted "many relics have been plowed here 

together with charcoal, bones and broken fragments of arrowheads and pottery." 

Besides these data are various stories about native peoples in the Danbury area who were well-

known in the local lore.

Indians Peter and Jane were two such people.

Danbury resident Chris Rotello remembers her great-grandmother's house on Long Ridge Road 

and the stories her great-grandmother would tell her about the Indians. 

Peter and Jane lived in a wigwam (circular with a fire pit in the middle) behind the house and 

along the creek in the 1870s and 1880s.

The couple would move to the seashore in the winter because it was warmer along the coast, and 

then return to Long Ridge in the spring to take up their quarters again.

Fanton talks about them too. He said they lived under a rock ledge at Haines Pond on the New 

York state line in the 1880s. 

They made baskets of ash and willow and were often seen coming into Danbury with backloads of 

baskets in the morning. 

At sundown they came back on Lake Avenue with the "squaw carrying a feedbag on her 

shoulders." He reminisces that it was a sight that the boys and girls and old timers never forgot.

Mill Plain Road and Fairgrounds

Haines Pond is adjacent to Sanford and Farrington Ponds which are connected to the Still River. 

Many native peoples lived in this area as well as traveled through it throughout the 19th century, 

and certainly before.

"Indian Mary" lived near current St. Peter's cemetery on land owned by a Mr. Lowry. Fanton 

called her "the last living Indian" (of course, right?); she did not know her age, which he estimated 

to be about 90. 

Fanton said he spent "many happy hours sitting on the roadside under the trees talking to her as a 

boy. She told me many things about the tribe that lived around Mill Plain Pond, now 

Lake Kenosia."
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There was also an "Indian Betty" who lived near the junction of current day Ridgebury and Mill 

Plain roads. In fact, her homestead was called "Betty's Corner." 

She allegedly walked through the Harlem Valley to the great meadows of Bedford selling her wares 

for a roundtrip of 60 miles.

Joe's Hill and Mill Plain Pond (Lake Kenosia) were two great areas of native habitation. Fanton's 

maps demark these areas in great detail. 

Indeed, Fanton did a lot of collecting here and suggests that villages, burial sites, along with fish 

weirs, waterfalls and campsites, were all to be found here. 

As mentioned, Indians' Mary, Peter and Jane all traveled along this route, as did another fellow by 

the name of Scuppo.

The road to Danbury eastward was known as Old Scuppo Road in the late 18th century -- it started 

off as a trail, then an ox cart road that led into Danbury.

Scuppo was reportedly one of the "few Indians who chose to remain in Danbury and live on his 

land as approved by the town." 

Many natives still lived on Joe's Hill, above current Mill Plain Road, even after Danbury was 

incorporated as a town in 1687. 

An important feature of ancient Lake Kenosia was the fish weir that natives constructed at the 

outlet to the Still River.

According to a local 20th century historian Lydia Potter, "A relic of this remained up to the advent 

of the railway in the 1850's, in a beautiful glen whose rushing waters and cool shade made the spot 

a favorite resort for Danburians."

Fish Weir Bridge (now gone but near where the mall stands today) was a name associated with 

this site.

As all of these data show, there were native peoples living in Danbury well into the late 

19th century. 

They lived in scattered communities which could be found in the west side of town (Mill Plain 

Road and Lake Kenosia), in the north by Neversink Pond, and in the north and east in Great Plain 

and Beaver Brook Mountain.

Various roads, bridges and topographic areas are named after them, like Fish Weir Bridge, Betty's 

corner, Arrowhead Point, Pocono Bridge, and so on. 

Who were these Indians of Danbury?
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Native Peoples lived in Danbury for thousands of years, as the archaeological finds suggest.

Indians were in Danbury in late historic times too, as the personal memories and other documents 

suggest as well. 

The Pahquioque were most likely related to the Paugussett -- we use this term as a general term to 

describe culturally similar Indians who lived up and down the Housatonic River, and included 

from north to south: Weantinock, Pootatuck, Paugussett, and Pequannock.

Just north of the Danbury border, Poconos signed some of the earliest deeds for land that became 

New Milford and stretched south to the current northern boundary of Danbury. 

Pocono is listed as a Pootatuck who signed some of the Weantinock deeds.

The "early deeds to lands on both sides of the Still River at Brookfield, extending well into Stony 

Hill and Whisconier Hill, are described as being in Pocono (see, for instance, Emily Hawley, 

Annals of Brookfield 1929).

The Danbury Indians lived within the Housatonic Watershed; this watershed was home to the 

Paugussett peoples.

Groups of interrelated tribes were tied to watershed basins. 

The historical stories about Indian Jane and Peter traveling down to the shore suggest that the 

ancient ties of kinship were alive and well, well into the 19th century. 

We continue to track the names of natives in Danbury and create linkages between them and other 

native folks who lived throughout the western Connecticut region. 

If any readers have records or oral histories about Danbury's Native Peoples, they are encouraged 

to contact Dr. Weinstein at weinsteinl@wcsu.edu. 

Laurie Weinstein is a professor of anthropology at Western Connecticut State University in 

Danbury and is the general editor of Native Peoples of the Americas, University of Arizona Press.

Diane Hassan is a research specialist at the Danbury Museum & Historical Society in Danbury.
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