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Q:

History project on 20th Century Connecticut agriculture. Thank you very, very
much for allowing me to come in and do this. Can we start with the question that you
talked about before? Where were you born?

.

.

.

A:

I’d say I was born in Bozrah in a house which is within a haifa mile of here. My
father had bought this farm and my mother was pregnant. The people that my father
sold the old farm to said, “Why don’t you stay here for another week or two while my
mother gave birth.” And so we stayed there. So actually I was two weeks old when I
came on this farm and the house that I was born is now the gun shop right up the
street here. So, I been here all my life. And I’ve lived on this farm. My father bought
this farm about 1920, the year I was born. Before that he lived, as I said, about a half
a mile away and before that he lived in Lebanon. So he kept moving around. But,
when he got this place he kind of stayed here. So I grew up here and our family’s
been here since 1920. All my children were born here and ...most of my family
actually lives here. My son lives on the farm. My sister, I have one sister who lives
next door to me. Her son lives next door to me, too. And her daughter lives on the
farm. So actually, most of our family remained on the farm. The only person who,
though, is active at the farm is my son. My other son is not active in the farm, he lives
in Missouri and my daughter lives at Penn. State College in Pennsylvania. My sister’s
family kind of stayed on the farm but they have no connection with the farm itself We
split the land up and so I own or my son and I own most of the farm. My sister and
her children own house lots on the farm.

Q:

How many acres did your dad buy originally?

A:

Originally, we bought.. .we thought we had a hundred and twenty. In those days,
nobody knew how much; and after that they said we owned a hundred and eighty or
ninety. Until last year we thought we owned a hundred and eighty. Somebody next
door, up the Street here bought a piece of land and they had it surveyed. We’re back to
one twenty or one thirty. I’ve added a little bit to that so we’re back to about one
eighty, one seventy ‘cause I bought another farm close by which is contiguous with the
farm that we live on.

Q:

So your dad had a farm in Lebanon? And what prompted him to move? Do you
know?

A:

Well, I really don’t know why he moved. He had a farm in Lebanon which is not too
far from here. He... he went through actually, I imagine, three or four farms ‘til he got
this farm and once he got this farm he stayed here. It was a little more, I think, closer
to the city and there was a big mill. This was a mill town. We had, they say, the
largest quilt manufacturer in the world in Fitchvifle. We always said we lived in
Fitchville ‘til a few years ago. fitchville is part of Bozrah. And most of the people
was.. .you said part-time farmers, had a little farm and they worked in the mill. And my
father actually worked in the mill, too, and farmed with a few cows. My father stayed
on this farm until he died. But he never really.. .1 started the chicken.. .the egg business,
the chicken business. He had cows and I didn’t care for cows and so I decided that I
would stay on the farm and go into the egg business or poultry. I said we were in the
broiler business to begin with. Most people were in the broiler business and then it
evolved into the egg business that we’re in today.

Q:

When did the big transition come? So he.. basically he had the cows. Did he sell the
milk?

A:

Yes. Everybody sold...

Q:

So and did he have a dairy route?

A:

No, no.

Q:

He sold wholesale?

A:

Most of the farms... thousands probably originally of the little dairy farms and broiler
farms were.. .they were many and they all sold their milk to a dairy. They were
small.. .they didn’t have.. .there were very few dairy routes. Going back to.. .there was
one in Driscoll I think, in Yantic and Steams, of course, in Mansfield and Polinsky.
But most people sold their milk to a dairy. And in the egg business, you sold your
eggs to a dealer.

So there were probably a couple thousand egg farmers in Connecticut. I think almost
everybody sold their eggs to a dealer. He bought the eggs, came around picked up
your eggs, graded them, packaged them and delivered them to stores. Originally,
Connecticut was a big broiler producing area. We had four or five plants that killed
chickens so I got started in the broiler business after the Second World War.

Q:

Did you serve in the.. .in the Second World War?

A:

No.

Q:

I was trying to think of when you made the transition .you said you didn’t like cows.

A:

No, I didn’t. I hated them.

Q:

Why didn’t you like cows?

A:

Well, first of all I developed a reaction to being around hay. But that wasn’t the
reason. This farm was not suited for cows because it.. .it wasn’t big enough for cows
and I got into the chicken business or egg business or broiler business by accident,
anyway. I didn’t intend.. .1... my sister had married a plumber and when the Second
World War started, he was in business for himself, almost everybody had to give up
their business in plumbing. I I was working for him at the time. And so, what we did,
we had to go down and we started building barracks and facilities for the government.

Q:

Where was that?

A:

In New London and Groton. We worked at the Sub Base, we worked at Avery Point.
We worked at the Coast Guard Academy doing those things. That’s what he did and
when the war ended, he went back.. Before he went back actually, into the plumbing
business, I had a friend of mine who was buying chickens off of farmers and on
weekends, I would go help him load the trucks.

Q:

These were not live chickens.

A:

These are live chickens. The chickens were going to New York live at that time, a lot
of them. And so we’d go out, there was a lot of us young fellas, we’d go out and
we’d load the trucks for them. And then I started listening to the farmers’ saying, you
know, that they were doing this and making this much money and I said, “You know,”
to him, “We can’t go back in the plumbing business yet. Why don’t we build a couple
of coops?” And so we built two little coops down by the road to see what it was like,
I put a thousand chickens in my father’s garage. I took out the cars and put a
thousand chickens in the garage and sold them and I made enough money to say,
“Geez, you know, this isn’t a bad business.” So I said there and at that time, “Instead
of continuing being plumbers why don’t we just build a coop and raise chickens?”
And he said, “Okay.” He had been in the plumbing business all his life and at the end
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of the first year he decided that he didn’t like the chicken business and I decided that I
liked the chicken business. So he went back and became Willimantic Plumbing
Supply, which is in Willimantic but it was sold a few years ago. My sister run it. And
I remained in the chick... so actually I started in back of my father’s house with a
thousand chickens.

Q:

Now what was the. ..the way of raising chickens then? first of all, what kind of
chickens were they?

A:

Well, there are two types of chickens. There was the chickens that you bought to lay
eggs and there were the broiler chickens.

Q:

Black or white ones.

A:

No, they weren’t white at the time. White came later when Arbor Acres decided to
develop a white chicken. They were probably grey. They were grey chickens, barred
rock chickens probably, at the time. Then they had a contest and Bill Aho would
probably be the best one to tell you about the best broiler chicken for meat. Henry
Sagala who owned Arbor Acres developed that. Of course, he won the contest but
from then on it got evolved into the white broilers. We had four or five dressing
plants going steady in Connecticut dressing broilers. Maine and Connecticut were the
big broiler operations in the United States.

Q:

And what years would that have been?

A:

In the late ‘40’s and early ‘50’s. Early ‘50’s.

Q:

And so broiler then is. .is a chicken that’s raised to a certain age or a certain weight”

A:

At the time we started, to get to a four-pound chicken to eat, which is a broiler or
fryer, you had to raise it about fifteen weeks. Today they can do that in six weeks.
And of course, DelMarVa was started up with...Today most of the chickens come
from Tyson down in Arkansas and all. We never even heard of Tyson in those days.
It was Maine, Connecticut and DelMarVa, which is the Delaware Peninsula, Maryland
and Virginia. So almost every farm had a chicken coop and they raised broilers.

Q:

And they sold them to the dealers and they...

A:

They sold them to people that came up.. .picked them up live and took ‘em to New
York. Then that evolved into the dressing plant and in Wihimantic we had the big
dressing plant which was Eastern. And then another one that today it’s DeVivo’s, a
facility there where they process paper and stuff, you know. It’s a junk yard sort of
like waste paper. We had a hatchery next to it, Day Old Hatchery. So there had to be
at least.. .1 would say fifteen hatcheries in Connecticut. Some were small, some were
big and there were grain stores all over the place. We had grain.. .we had two, three

grain dealers in Colchester. We had a big grain mill in Norwich. Yantic Grain which
was one of the biggest in the State of Connecticut.

Q:

Is the structure still there? Is it...

A:

No. The Yantic Grain structure is gone. Coichester never had a real mill, they were
just grain stores. They bought their grain from somebody else. And in Franklin.. .you
know where Cann Tractor is if you go up 32? Well, right next to it.. .that was just
ripped down about two years ago, there was an Agway mill but originally it was
owned by Berknian Grain. So we had a lot of grain mills, we had a lot of hatcheries
and we had dressing plants. You...youjust...you wouldn’t believe on a ...if you get to
a.. .they had to weigh the chickens on a scale. You’d get to a scale and you’d see ten,
fifteen trucks lined up waiting to weighed off because the trucks were small in those
days. And there was tremendous activity, tremendous in Connecticut. People don’t
know unless they lived through it what’s happened to the industry. And Maine was
the same thing. Maine had five or six big dressing plants and they raised millions and
millions of chickens.

Q:

Two questions: Where did the grain come from?

A:

Grain, even today, we own a feed mill.

Q:

Here?

A:

If you go...well, when you go to Willi. .the University of Connecticut...you go up 32?
Okay, as you go onto.. .you know, where they’re doing all the construction? And you
get on 32? On the left side you see a feed mill? (Yes.) There are two. The one in the
front is smaller and the one in the back is ours, the big one. That’s our feed mill.

Q:

Okay. So...

A:

Grain comes.. .you buy the ingredients and you make it. You buy corn and soy and
whatever else you need but it’s mainly corn and soy.

Q:

Does it come from Connecticut?

A:

No, no. Nothing comes from Connecticut.

Q:

Okay.

A:

It comes from Michigan.. .out Midwest. A lot of corn comes from Michigan. Soy
comes.. .but all through the Midwest. It depends where you are where your raifroads
come from. But 111cc Iowa, Illinois, Missouri, they all grow.. .you’re from Michigan?

Q:

Yes.

.

A:

Well you know you grow corn out there.

Q:

Yes. (Yeah.) Actually, my... my grandparents had a feed store.

A:

Yeah.

Q:

An old fashioned feed store.

A:

Yeah, well that’s what they had here in Coichester. You had three in Norwich, you
had maybe three but we did have feed mills around here, too, where we bought. Yantic
Grain would buy... or Agway or Berkman would actually buy the corn and soy and
then mill it and we do that today.

Q:

Now how did you develop the formula for your feed?

A:

We have a... a company from the Midwest that does our formulation for us.

Q:

So they come out here as consultants or do they just send it by computer?

A:

Well, they come out maybe once a year but no, every week they sent us what we need
to know. Um hmm.

Q:

What about the dressing places, what’s happened to them?

A:

They all closed up.

Q:

Why?

A:

Connecticut was not.. .it got to the point where you could grow them cheaper in the
south and truck them up here than to raise ‘em here and dress’ em here. So that was
one of the things, it was cheaper. Secondly, .a business grows if you have people that
want to stay in.. .1 wanted to stay in the business and I wanted to grow. The people
that owned the dressing plants and owned the feed mills.. .the original people died and
their children didn’t want to go. We had the big feed mill in Norwich and they.. .they
were owned by three families say. One son went to Yale, one son went to Brown and
one son went to Harvard. See the fathers, they never went to high school. They.. .they
walked around you know, and worked. The sons didn’t want that. They became
attorneys, doctors and this. Now I have two sons. One is an attorney and one’s a
doctor. The attorney came back... I... I made a proposition, come back and stay on the
farm and grow and he did. Now my other son who’s the doctor hated the farm and
still hates it today. He just didn’t want any part of it. So the business.. .businesses
grow if you have the second or third generation that likes it. And if they don’t like it,
somehow they die and so do the dressing plants.. .but Connecticut still would have died
in time. But the big families in Connecticut that were in the business, the Berkmans

controlled it, the Poleskys controlled it. Their children became dentists, doctors or
lawyers.

Q:

Do you think the parents wanted them to do this?

A:

Yes. I’m very proud that I have a doctor and a lawyer and a daughter-in-law who’s a
doctor and.. .and a son-in-law who’s
I’m very proud of that. I’m proud that my
son stayed on the farm. We’re proud of what we did but our generation didn’t go to
colleges, although I did go to UConn for a year or two. My grandparents.. .my parents
came from Europe. And most of these people, their parents came from Europe and
they wanted their children to have good educations and... and they saw it was a better
life off the farm than on the farm. farming is tough. Even today, as big as we are, it’s
seven days a week, twenty-four hours a day. So you wanted you children if you.. .if
they had the opportunity to go to college to become something more than a farmer.
The name farmer.. .when I go someplace and they say to me, “What did you do?” And
I say, “A farmer,” they kind of look at me. Now, we’re farmers. I’m not ashamed to
say I’m a farmer and we do millions of dollars worth of business. We employ probably
a hundred and seventy-five people. But, we’re still farmers and they think we’re
walking around with rub.. with boots up to our knees, you know? You go to the city
and say your a farmer, they still think of a farmer walking with boots going out and
feeding the chickens, carrying the water in pails. So the children decided, most of
them, to leave the farms and we didn’t have the second generation of the Berkmans
and the Poleskys that wanted to stay and if they did, it wouldn’t have lasted because it
wasn’t the place to raise broilers. Now eggs are different. Eggs...
---.

Q:

So when did you make that shift then?

A:

In the mid-fifties. The broilers.. .the dressing plants were slowing down so I.. .we had
egg farms around here. We had loads of them, probably there were a couple thousand
egg farmers in Connecticut. They had maybe five hundred chickens, a thousand
chickens, two thousand. I decided that I was going to put some chickens in because I
could see the broiler business was dying out. So I put some pullets in and that’s the
start and then we phased out the broiler business and there aren’t any more broilers in
Connecticut except people say, “Well, you have Arbor Acres.” But they’re not really
in the broiler business. They’re in the breeder business, altogether different.

Q:

So, originally you didn’t do your own breeding for broilers. You bought them, too, as
chicks from suppliers. (Yeah.) Where were your suppliers?

A:

Oh, we had fifteen hatcheries in Connecticut. The biggest one was in Wihimantic.
They had a dressing plant and a hatchery right next to it. And Colchester had one
hatchery. Plainfleld had two or three hatcheries. New Milford was Welles, George
Welles.. .they were big. Actually, one of the biggest ones in the country was Hall
Brothers in Wallingford. They sold chicks all over the country. So there were loads
of..
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Q:

Is there any part of that family still left?

A:

The Welles family, when the father got older he gave it to his son, he decided he
wanted to become a minister. I owned a hatchery too. I owned a hatchery that was
originally owned by Arbor Acres. And when they closed it down in Massachusetts, I
bought it and we hatched our own chicks over there for quite a while. So most of the
second generation, as I said, well, you had one in... right up here in.. .near Plainfleld
who’s a very big one. His son became a...a minister. So, it just was...the second
generations weren’t interested and Connecticut was not the place for broilers. For
eggs, more so.

Q:

Because of the market area? Is that...

A:

Broilers take a lot of heat and stuff and things 111cc that and you could raise them
cheaper in the south. And you had people 111cc Perdue and all who are very
progressive, Tyson, Perdue. We didn’t have that type of person in Connecticut. As I
said, we had people that made money and their children went to college and said I
don’t have to work seven days a week, twenty-four hours a day. I can go to my office
in the morning and open it up and sit at my desk.

Q:

It still takes a certain kind.. .I’m.. I’m thinking of the kind of mindset and...and the kind
of..of work ethic that it takes. I mean, they both take a certain kind of commitment.
(Yeah.)

A:

And you have to remember one thing, in the south you had people that were really
poor people and so when the broiler people they wanted to put up plants, they had
thousands of little farms that were willing to put a coop up and work and not make
much money. Connecticut, our... our people worked at Pratt & Whitney, General
Dynamics. They make big money. You couldn’t get them to put up coops and work
seven days a week. They would rather go to the factory and work. The south was
poor at that time, very, very poor. They were sharecroppers and so it’s still today.

Q:

We talked before about part-time farmers.. .so you’re saying the part-time
farmer.. .the part.. .well the people in the south may not have been part-time farmers.
That may have been their living.

A:

That was their living.

Q:

Whereas... whereas here, the smaller farmers were part-time farmers.

A:

They were part-time farmers. And there was more opportunities here to go to work.
When the war.. .when the war was on, you know, General Dynamics had what?
Eighteen, twenty thousand people? Pratt & Whitney probably had the same

Q

amount of people. There was Sikorsky, there was big money to be made and so
why stay on the farm?

Q:

So people who lived on the farm, lived on the farm because wanting to be in a rural
living area. Maybe grew their own things just for their family.

A:

Yeah from way back. And they were small farms. They weren’t the big farms that
you see. You have today, you have Cushman right up the road; you have Stabler
right on the... actually, you can walk over here. You have people who have three
hundred, five hundred cows. Most people had ten, fifteen cows. That’s all they had.
Forty, fifty cows was a big farm already. And chickens; most.. .we bought an
outfit.. .well, the biggest distributor in Connecticut was Connecticut Valley Farms and
they did maybe eight thousand cases of eggs. He told me when we bought him, he had
three hundred farmers supplying him eggs for his eight thousand cases. We have one
farm, this farm, here, that produces probably twice eight thousand in a week. And so,
we could do.. .we can do better on quality. There are eggs now going into a machine
that were laid from say four o’clock this morning. They’re packaged. I’ll show it to
you. They’ll be into our warehouse. They’ll be loaded this afternoon.. .tonight on
trucks and be in the supermarkets in Connecticut, Rhode Island, Massachusetts, New
Hampshire tomorrow morning at five o’clock in the morning. That’s quality.

Q:

That’s amazing.

A:

Years ago the farmers would package his eggs in the basement by hand and the truck
would come once a week. There was no refrigeration. I will give you a tour pretty
soon and you’re going to see. You’re walking into rooms that are forty degrees; eggs
are kept packaged. There’s a USDA inspector here three hundred and sixty-five days
a year, right in this plant. There’s a one in back and there’s a two over there. We
cannot start our machines ‘til the inspector O.K.’s it for morning. If he walks out we
shut down. So the quality today of eggs, people say to me, eggs.. .1 say, “Eggs today
are one day old, most of the time, when they go to a store,” in a good operation.

Q:

I asked a question of Bill Aho about white versus brown eggs and he said, “You
know, it’s... it’s different now than in the past it was a sign of which eggs came from
where and now they all may have been...

A:

Well, today we produce white and brown. In the old days Connecticut
produced only brown eggs and if you saw a white egg in the store it came from
Missouri or someplace. New Jersey was.. .actually, New Jersey one of the biggest egg
producers in the country years ago. Today it’s nothing. So places change because
New Jersey was the same thing as Connecticut. The people that were making the
eggs were mostly the small farms and they decided that they could make more money
doing something else and the land became more valuable. And so when Connecticut
land became more valuable and as the city people came moving out to the country,
these farmers were selling off the land as much, you know, as much as they wanted to.

a

We decided to stay. If my son didn’t decide to come back in the business, I
wouldn’t be here probably today. This place would have probably folded. Maybe
not, maybe I could have sold it. I doubt it at that time. Today, yes maybe.

Q:

So you went into the eggs in the ‘50’s?

A:

Mid-fifties. ‘55,’56.

Q:

And you started out with how many coops and things...?

A:

Well, we had the broiler coops to begin with. (All right.) Actually, what we did is, we
stopped raising broilers and we raised laying hens and they were on the floor at that
time. We didn’t have any cages. There weren’t... I think there weren’t any cages in
Connecticut that I know of during the ‘50’s and early ‘60’s. It was in the mid-sixties
that I started putting up the cage houses that we have today. Yeah.

Q:

What other kinds of technology and changes were there in the industry over these
years

A:

Oh, tremendous. As I said, to raise a four pound broiler took us fifteen weeks. Today
they can do it in six weeks.

Q:

Why?

A:

Genetics, feed. Mainly genetics though. Yeah. And they could actually do better
than that but what happens is they grow them so fast .the. .the. .1 understand the legs
don’t support the chicken. (Oh, oh.) They just grow too fast. And eggs, where
chickens would lay... say years ago, if the average was two hundred eggs, today it’s
three hundred eggs per bird.
.

.

.

.

Q:

Do they layers ever become meat birds?

A:

Yes. They all become meat birds. We raise chicks ‘til they’re about seventeen to
eighteen weeks old and that’s a.. .that’s a pullet operation. See that was a broiler
house originally. That turned in... so that’s a pullet operation. We raised chicks in
there until seventeen weeks then they’re moved into a house over there, a laying
house. They’ll be kept there ‘til they’re about eighty weeks old and from there they’re
taken.. .the whole coop’s taken out and a new flock goes in and they go to Canada to
be processed into meat. But you’ll never eat those chickens in a store.

Q:

They go into...

A:

Processed. In other words, meat.

Q:

Frozen food, dog food, whatever...?

in

A:

Well, not dog food. Yeah, meat, chicken products.

Q:

Meat products?

A:

Meat, chicken hot dogs or whatever they make.

Q:

Urn hmm. Which is a good industry now for...

A:

Yeah. Now, see, we don’t have a dressing plant even in... in the eastern United States
almost. We had dressing plants. Now our chickens have to go to Canada.

Q:

What international regulations do you have to go by?

A:

Well, there are some. They have to be inspected before they leave. At the border I
think they look at them but, that.. .that.. .we don’t get into that. The company that buys
them sends the trucks down and we load ‘em. Our people will load ‘em. Once they
leave the farm that’s not our headache. They have to take care of them.

Q:

How did you make that contact with Canada?

A:

Well, you.. .although it’s a big industry it’s a small industry because there’s only a
couple plants. We used to send all our chickens for many years to New Jersey and
they went bankrupt. It’s that kind of business, there’s a lot of bankruptcies in it. So
there were two plants in New Jersey. There may be one left but the one we had went
bankrupt. So then we went to Canada because the other plants, I wouldn’t even know
how far out you go out to Ohio, maybe to Georgia or something.

Q:

So what other kinds of technology has changed? I read about the lights, having the
lights on and chickens lay eggs longer and that was researched. One of the things that
I’ve found is that this century is really where all this science has come into being... (Oh
yeah, sure.).. .that. .that has promoted a.. .a variety of changes.
.

A:

Well, when I started in.. .when I was growing up, my father always had.., every farmer
had three, four hundred chickens because you needed eggs for yourself and when you
went down to the grocery store in the city, you could bring your eggs to him and
barter the eggs for what you’re buying ‘cause he needed eggs. In other words,
the.. .I’m’ not talking about the supermarkets, I’m talking about the grocery stores.
There were hardware (stores) and they were this... so if we had three hundred chickens
and once week we went to the grocery.. .my father took the horse and wagon and went
to Norwich for the groceries. And he had twenty dozen or thirty dozen eggs, he just
took them to the store and the man would give him ten or fifteen or twenty cents a
dozen or whatever they were worth towards the gioceries. And...and that’s the way it
was. When I first started, we fed chickens by hand. We carried pails of grain and we
fed them with water. It was not automated. That came about in the mid-fif...in the
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late ‘40’s and early ‘50’s. The mid-forties I would say automatic feeders started to
appear and I had some of the first ones that appeared. Most chickens.. .almost all the
chickens, a hundred per cent of the chickens in Connecticut would be on the floor.
And people would carry pails of grain. You’d open up the bags. The grain came here
in bags, hundred pound bag.. .grain bags. There was no bulk at that time. There was
no such thing as a bulk truck. You know what I’m talking about when I say bulk?
And there were no tanks so the grain truck would come and you’d put twenty, thirty
bags in this place and twenty, thirty bags.. .the coops were small. And you would open
up the bags and throw it into a five gallon pail and you’d take it out. And, you’d have
a scoop and you’d put in the truck and some of the water, three gallon cans or five?
And that’s how we did it. And then in the late-forties, people started developing
automatic feeders and automatic waterers and that’s when it really started to change
and farmers became a little bigger. It wasn’t so much that the housewife, who was
home, went out to feed the chickens...

Q:

I was going to ask you...

A:

Yeah, the .the women...

Q:

What role did your mother have in this?

A:

Well, my mother died when I was in.. she was very, very young and so I was raised
with... my sister kind of raised me. As you turn the corner there were brick homes, my
sister lives in the back brick home. Her son lives in the front and of course, I live on
the other side. So I was raised with my sister and no, she didn’t take care of the
chickens because she ran the plumbing supply. She owned the plumbing supply.
She’s.. .did that. But most of the women did take ca.. .women didn’t work out in the
factories although in Fitchville, the.. .not the farmer’s wife but fitchville was the big
factory and all the women worked in the factory. The farmer’s wife usually would
take care of the chickens, feed the chickens, pick up the eggs and package the eggs or
do whatever they had to do. Raise the gardens and things. My mother didn’t. As I
said, she died when I was very young.

Q:

Have the buildings themselves changed much?

A:

Yeah, sure. Originally, they were small. When I said my father had chickens, he had
twelve by twelve, that’s smaller than this room, with a coal stove in the.. .in the center
of the room. He’d go out and put coal in. And, then when the chickens got big
enough he’d move them into the laying house and that could have been twenty by
thirty or twenty by forty or twelve by twenty. They were all little shacks really, really
truly but the brooder houses were all twelve by twelve, ten by twelve with a coal stove
in the middle. So you know, you couldn’t regulate the heat. You couldn’t regulate
the ventilation. Today, everything is regulated by thermostats and fans and computers
and everything else. You went out in the morning and made sure that the stove was
going, threw a little coal in it and filled up the water cans and put your feed in your

.

.

.
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trough and that was it. Then when they get in the laying house the same; fill up the
water cans, put feed in the trough, pick up the eggs out of the nests. Chickens would
jump into nests and lay the eggs and then you’d pick them out of the nest.

Q:

What do you remember about as a child on the farm? What other kinds of chores did
you do?

A:

Well, we milked the cows, we chopped the wood. In the summertime you.. .you grew
corn for silage or hay and that was primarily it. It was.. .it was a tough life. A very,
very tough life. And.., and as I say tough, I had it easier than most people because as I
said, my brother-in-law who I lived with.. .my sister, he was a plumber so we had heat
in the house and we had plumbing in the house. But we had an outhouse. I remember
going to the outhouse. My wife will tell you, she remembers going to the outhouse.
She came off a farm. My wife came off of a farm, too, with cows and chickens. Yeah.
It was a tough life. And as I said, we had it.. .1 had it probably easier than most people,
much easier.

Q:

When did you get electricity?

A:

We got electricity probably in the earl.. .I’m going to guess 1923/24. We got it fairly
early and we had city water early, too. Because you got to remember that we’re not
rural. I have city lights, I have city water in my home and the reason that we have city
water is the reservoir that supplied the city of Norwich happens to be up here so they
had to put a pipe through and I remember when they put the pipe through. I was
probably in the first grade, 1925. So that supplied the water to Norwich and
when they did that we got water. And up the street here, there’s a little place called
Gilman.

Q:

Yes, I knew him.

A:

Gilman did you know, Larry?

Q:

Yes.

A:

Him and I were terrific enemies. Although we talked to each other, we.. .we fought,
fought and fought.

Q:

And his wife.

A:

I know Edna.

Q:

Yeah. Years ago in my other life I knew them.

A:

Yeah? Well, I’ll tell you why I.. .off the record...
(Tape interruption.)

Q:

Okay, about the electricity, about the poles.

A:

Yeah. Well, west of us is a little town.. .a little part of Bozrah which is called Gilman
which had the factory. East of us was a mill called Palmer Brothers which had.. .was a
very big factory. They made their own electricity.

Q:

What did they manufacture?

A:

Quilts.

Q:

Oh, that’s right. Okay.

A:

They were the biggest in the world, I understand. The city of Norwich came up to
Bozrah. The Gilmans wanted electricity so they made a deal with Norwich that they
would buy electricity from Norwich. So they started putting up poles and they went
to each house on the road, which is the old route.. .that was the main road to Hartford.
That was old Route 2. And each person that wanted electricity would have to donate
three hundred or four hundred dollars, whatever it was and they were supposed to get
a share in the bus.. ,in the power company. And so we all did. Well, not me but my
father and as the poles went up, you got electricity. And the Gilmans got
that up to their factory. Well, nobody got a share in the business and Larry as I said,
became.. .his son.. .became a Republican, became Chairman of the Republican Party
and I became Chairman of the Democratic Party. And it became a vicious battle for
many years. I finally went into the Legislature just to have.. .1 have problems with the
electricity and Larry wouldn’t do anything. And we created the biggest fuss over
electricity that you ever did see.

Q:

What year would that have been?

A:

1963. We took.. .1 took him to the Legislature and we had hearings and I made him
clean up his act. So I...

Q:

Now, were you in the Legislature? Did you run...?

A:

Yeah, I was in it. I ran it for one purpose and I cleaned up.. .we cleaned up the act.
Because they thought that they could turn off my lights anytime they pleased and they
found that they couldn’t do that anymore. And then I decided that I was going to get
rid of Larry as a politician and we did get rid of him. He couldn’t even be dog catcher
when we got through with him. So Larry and I.. .but his brother Buddy and I were
more friendly. And his other brother Marty and I were friends and they had George
and I. So it was only really Larry. We actually took away his Post Office. He has his
own Post Office up there. They have it today but we took it away from him and he
came and begged me that night in my house. He says, “Sam, give me back my Post
Office.” And I say, “No, I won’t.” Because it was really politics in those days.
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Q:

What.. .what about the highways that came through?

A:

Well, Larry had a lot to do with puffing the highway through. Yeah, yeah. He did.
Because this was the original road. Larry was in the Senate and he put a bill in. It
might have gone through anyway because Route 2 had to be changed and he put a bill
in to build Route 2 up through from Norwich to Hartford. He was Chairman, I think,
of Roads and Bridges. Yeah.

Q:

Let’s go back to.. .thinking about the roads and you mentioned railroads before. In
shipping, you primarily used railroads or trucks?

A:

No, all grain comes in by rail. (Okay.) When I say all grain, I’m talking about it’s
incidental things like maybe limestone or something but a ton of grain is two thousand
pounds, probably nineteen hundred pounds comes in by rail.

Q:

And then you ship your eggs out by truck?

A:

Oh, we have.., all our trucks.. .yeah, we ship our eggs out by trucks. We deliver our
grain from our feed mill to the farms by truck... out to our farms by truck. We do not
sell feed to anybody. We’re not a retail or a wholesale .We only mill feed for our own
operation. We’re not in business of selling feed.

Q;

Now when you say your farms, you mean your farms or do you have other farmers
who still produce eggs for you?

A:

No. Nothing...

Q:

You’re decentralized farms?

A:

We have two farms, one in Bozrah and one in Lebanon.

Q:

Okay.

A:

Those are our two farms. Yeah, that’s it.

Q:

What were your neighbors like growing up?

A:

They were all just like us. Each person had a few cows and each person grew a few
broilers. If I took you next door, there are two girls there now, but their father had
the same amount of cows my father.. .probably a dozen cows, grew a few broilers.
The next farm was Arowitz. They farmed. Next one was Bassick. He grew
vegetables. As you go up the road, there were farms. Each one had some cows and
each one probably grew some broilers. Yeah.

Q:

Did.. .did the families of the same generation, you mentioned how many people came
from Europe...

A:

Most people came from Europe?

Q:

Were they at the same number of generations who had been here or were there
new immigration patterns?

A:

Well, the generation my parents came from Europe in the early 1900’s and most of the
people, if you go up the road, the majority came at the same time. They were the
eastern and they were primarily Russian, Polish, Jewish. Some Irish came but they
The original people that lived in this.. .and if you go to Lebanon, you still have the,
what they call the “swamp Yanlcees.” The people that were here from.. .from years
and years before, the Abels, the Mannings in Lebanon. Those families been here
probably for hundreds of years. But that was the generation. Now after the Second
World War, you had an influx of people who came out of Eastern Europe and we have
some ofthose. But, my parents came in the 1900’s. They were originally from you
know, Eastern Europe. Most of the people here.. .when I went to school, and we talk
about this sometimes with people, we didn’t have a Hispanic, we didn’t have a black.
I.. .1 never saw one actually, until I went to high school and so everybody in that school
in Bozrah was Polish, Russian. We didn’t have Italian people. We had very f...I don’t
remember any of Italian people, any French people. Bozrah was Russian, Polish, Irish
and American. Now if you went to the other side of Norwich, you have Baltic,
Sprague. That was French. They were both French. And they spoke...
---.

Q:

And in the north up here you have a large Finnish community.

A:

Voluntown, that was chicken country. Yep. Because they all came to here. The
thing... everybody came because when they came to the United States, they came to an
area where they knew there were other people of their own ethnic backgrounds. So
we never had a Finnish person.. .well, we had one and he came because his family was
friends with somebody. But really, we didn’t have Finnish people. Now if you went
to Voluntown, they were mainly Finnish. And a lot of them remain there and they
were mostly in the keg (egg?) business and.., and broiler business. Fin.. .Voluntown
was big; Sterling, Voluntown all through that area. It was big. Hundreds and
hundreds of farms.

Q:

I’ve just read this someplace, that a lot of the people who were immigrating to the
country went first to the cities.

A:

My father went to New York City.

Q:

And then after they had some kind of a nest egg, that’s when they began to spread out
and... and go for.. .they wanted to leave the city for whatever reasons, (Yeah.) because
they had been in rural areas in their previous.. .in Europe?

A:

Yeah, probably, they came here. And a lot of it came because there were organizations
that would help them come here.

Q:

Baron?

A:

Baron Hirsch. Although, I’m not familiar. I know that a lot of people.. .my father did
not come here under Barron Hirsh. But I know people that did come here because
organizations like Barron Hirsch brought them here. And I imagine the Finnish
people, they had their organizations that brought them here. Yes, because when you
came to the United States, you came to what they call Ellis Island or most people
came to Ellis Island. And when they came here, they knew somebody here that had
come before them so they came to New York because that’s where they knew. And
they.. .they settled in New York. Now my wife’s parents came from eastern Europe
and they also settled in New York before they came out. She comes from Hebron,
Connecticut. But they all came to New York for a while. A lot of them came because
they knew either a trade or something or they knew somebody in New York that.. .that
they moved in with or helped them. And from there they did come out to the farms.
(Tape iittermption.)
dance at the Synagogue and I met her there and her family was in the poultry
business. Her father was a... and her two sisters married into the poultry business so
we knew.. .we knew, although I didn’t know her I knew part of her.. her brother-inlaw and family.

Q:

Well that leads me to something else. What other kinds of things did you do for fun
when you were growing up, or your social life? When you were a child, what did you
do? You said it was hard work but what did you do?

A:

Well, we had.. .we had dances at night and we didn’t have that much social life. You
know, you.. .you worked.. .you worked seven days a week and you worked milking
cows at night. You know, in the late in the afternoon, early evening. It wasn’t.. .kids
today...first of all, we didn’t have cars. When I went to UConn in 1935, I think we
had like six, seven hundred students. There were no.. .the students... I only know one
student who had a car on campus, one student and the only reason he had a car was
because his family was in the automobile business. So there were no cars. I remember
we used to go down to Willimantic. We hitch-hiked or walked from UConn to
Willimantic. So there were no cars on campus. And there was no drinking because it
was Prohibition. There was no drinking. So there were dances, parties but there
wasn’t much social life. It wasn’t like today where kids, you know, they have cars,
they can go places. Even the grown up families, the families that lived in Fitchville,
they didn’t own cars. We.. .we used to have the Short Line bus that came from
Hartford to Norwich, went by the house every hour. It was good bus service. There
were no cars. Kids didn’t have cars. You’re not old enough but you don’t remember
the Depression. I remember trying to get ajob at Palmer Brothers when I was a kid.
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Every morning you’d go down and you’d wait in line and they would.. .people that
worked there punched the clock and then they’d come out and, “We need one or
two.” I worked for Palmer Brothers when I was fifteen years old.

Q:

And what is Palmer Brothers?

A:

That was where they made the quilts.

Q:

Oh, okay. I keep forgetting.

A:

Yeah, and we built the roads in Bozrah. We shoveled.. .1 shoveled.. .we have.. .we have
gravel on this farm and the trucks would back in and we’d all work by pick and
sho. .we called it pick and shovel. All the younger people, some of them married
people, would load the trucks by hand and that’s how all the roads were built around
here. They were built by hand.
.

Q:

And by the farmers doing it in the off-season. Did you get paid for it?

A:

No, oh yeah. We got paid for it. Oh, yeah. Yeah, we dug ditches and Gilman put in
the sewer system, the water pipes. PWAIWPA. I worked WPA. I worked NYA but
if you name it, I worked it. We’d milk the cows in the morning, we’d work it and
come home and milk the cows at night and afterwards we’d go down to Norwich, the
Yantic Grain unload railroad cars, hundred pound bags of grain. Get done eleven,
twelve o’clock at night, go home, go to sleep. Not much social life let me tell you.
The kids today, my son even doesn’t.. .and he worked hard. We were just talking
about it the other day. He said.. ,what a... his daughter came home from her first year
in college but she’s a little girl. She’s in the office there. This is the first time she’s
gone to work and...
(End of side one.)
And she said to him something about work and he said, “Stacy, you don’t know what
work is,” he said. He said, “When I was your age and even younger,” he said, “We
had eggs to pick off the floor. We had manure to shovel out the door.” And he did it.
And he did it when he came home from college. It wasn’t easy, it wasn’t easy. Today
it’s altogether different. I.. .even the people who work for us, they don’t work. They
go in the coop and you know what their biggest work is? Take a broom and sweep
the aisle.

Q:

‘Cause everything’s mechanized.

A:

Everything is mechanized. They don’t have to...

Q:

Well, is another because the work.. .the labor force isn’t available?

1Q

so that they could go to the supermarket or to stores and say, “We’ll supply you with
eggs.” And that’s what happened in Connecticut. It got to the point where our farm
got big enough so that we now can supply eggs to a chain store. And we can say,
“We can give you what you want, when you want, how much you want and how you
want it and you can come in here.” And they do. The chain stores send in their
inspectors and look us over and say, “Okay.” And so that’s how we evolved. As that
happened, the little farm that made the little eggs had to go out of business and this is
what happened in Connecticut.

Q:

So this is one of the transitions that’s made...

A:

That’s the big picture.

Q:

You either stay small for a local reason for your own use or you’ve got to go big. The
middle piece is not there?

A:

There is no more middle. So actually, you have in Connecticut.. .1 imagine we have as
many chickens as the rest of Connecticut put together. Then the next biggest one is
Southern New England Egg, which is down the street and they supply supermarkets.
And after that, there’s probably about...I’d say less than a haifa dozen who are small
but they take care of the restaurants and the little s.. .They can’t go to a chain like Stop
and Shop or Big Y or somebody like that or First National because they’re not even
USDA graded. So they supply the mom’s and pop’s stores, you know. But, they’re
not our competition. They’re not our.. .we don’t have that competition because they
can’t go into a supermarket chain and say we want to sell you eggs. First, they’re not
USDA graded. Second of all, they can’t supply them the eggs. So that’s what
actually happened to all the little farms. They went out of business because there
were no dealers. The dealers all went out of business. There had to be.. .1’ m sure
there were twenty-five dealers, maybe even more in Connecticut that were...

Q:

They were the middle men.

A:

They were the middle men. They picked up the eggs, they brought them to their plant,
they washed and graded ‘em, packaged them. They might be USDA at their plant. I
originally.. .my.. .one of my first accounts was First National Stores. But I didn’t wash
and grade the eggs for First National. I just made them, sent it to their East
Providence warehouse. They had one of their dealers.. .they picked them up and there
they candled them by hand. Today, the machine does everything. Picks out the
cracks, does everything. So, that’s what happened to the business. It had to go big
and it’s not only eggs and it’s not only broilers. It’s every business.

Q:

Well, it’s become an agribusiness, an industry.

A:

It’s an industry.
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Q:

Umhmm,yeah.

A:

Just like years ago, you’d go to Norwich, you could have twenty-five little grocery
stores. You go to Norwich today.. well, I don’t know that there’s a grocery store in
Norwich. There is.. .but I could have named you twenty-five. Every village had a
grocery store. We had a grocery store in Fitchville. Today they have convenience
stores but that’s not what I’m talking about. I’m talking in Norwich there was the
Mohegan Market. I used to sell them cracked eggs so they could.. .in their bakery.
Well, even the bakeries, we had... my cousin was in Norwich. He owned a bakery and
he had two or three trucks that went delivering but the rest were sold at the store. We
don’t even have bakeries anymore. Everything turned into the supermarket. Yeah.
Mi industry’s changing and that’s what happened to agriculture in Connecticut. And
the dairy farmers were almost the same thing. Where the truck would come along and
pick up two cans of milk or three cans or forty quart cans of milk, today the bulk truck
comes along, goes up to Cushman and fills us the tank truck and goes away, or
Stabner. There’s a couple small.. I’m sure but it’s..it’s all big today. The tractors that
used to cost a couple thousand dollars today probably cost eighty thousand, seventy
thousand and in poultry the same thing. You have to be big. You have to be big.

Q:

I noticed a couple of trucks on the road the other day that had Stabner’s name on it.
Do you remember any banking or insurance issues that you faced as you were in your
business? And.. oh.. .and I’m thinking because I didn’t know of these things. I didn’t
know that there were certain farmers insurance companies and there was certain
agriculture that sometimes it wasn’t possible to get loans from banks.
And so they developed their own. I ask questions about that, not to be intrusive into
business but thinking that that’s another whole part of what happened to agriculture
.there wasn’t banking to help support people.

A:

No, I had no problem. I became Chairman of the fleet National Bank. Before it
became fleet it was Hartford National. I.. .1 made sure I became a member of the
Board and became Chairman of the Board. So, it was.. .there’s a certain way you have
to do business. I knew the way to do business was that you have to borrow money
and how do you borrow money? You start small and pay it back and so I taught my
son the same thing. You borrow money by buying... in fact, I used to borrow money
and they made me sign that I wouldn’t pay it back for a certain length of time ‘cause I
was paying it back too soon.

Q:

That’s like my dad and their feed store. (Huh.) Yeah.

A:

So...and it w...it’s just, you know, I knew that you don’t wait ‘til you need the money,
you have to borrow the money all the time because the bank’s in business. They’re
business is...is lending money just like our business is selling eggs. So, if you wait until
you really need money, come down there, they haven’t seen you for five years and say
suddenly, “I need some money.” They’re going to say, “J’Thy?” “Well, I’m in
trouble.” “Well, why should we loan you money when you ‘re in trouble?” So every

year you borrow money. Every year you pay the bank interest. You don’t need the
money. You still borrow the money. And so every year you borrow the money but
every year you increase the amount that you borrow. If you start with a thousand, the
next year you go to two. If you start with a hundred thousand, you go to two hundred
thousand. So, I never had a problem with money ‘cause I always could go into the
bank ‘cause they knew every year I come in to borrow money and every year I’d pay
back that money before the next year. They got to the point where they made me sign
that I shouldn’t pay back the money for so many months because I was paying it back
too soon ‘cause I really didn’t need the money. So...

Q:

You were creating a credit history.

A:

It’s a hist. .credit history. And I became.. .1 made sure that I became a member of the
Board and at the end I was Chairman of the Board for many years. Yeah, yeah.

Q:

You mentioned that you ran for office and that now here you talk about being on.. .on
the Board of, and President of the bank. What other kind of town connections did you
have?

A:

Well, I was Chair.. .1 was a member of the Board of Finance for twenty-nine years.

Q:

for the city of Norwich?

A:

No, Bozrah. Always Bozrah. My son is now Chairman of the Democratic Town
Committee. Always active in politics. Always very active. Always contributed to the
Democratic Party all my life. Sometimes to Republicans off and on, on the sly if I
liked somebody. Always said that in town politics there should never be politics the
day after election. That was my motto. When I became Chairman of the Democratic
Party and it was a Republican town and Larry Gilman was Chairman of the
Republicans, we threw them all out of office, the Selectmen and everything. And I
took over. The first thing they said, “We ‘re firing the Secretary of the Town Hall,”
and I said, “Why?” “Well, she ‘s a Republican, Dora Coleman.” I said, “No, you
don’t understand. Politics is over today. We’re not firing Dora Coleman, She’s
staying on as long as she wants.” In fact, she became my bookkeeper and she was my
first bookkeeper too, part-time. So we ran politics my way which was fight up to
election, win your offices. After election forget politics. It’s a small town, let’s run it
as a business. And I ran it for twenty-nine years. I ran for Representative for only
reason, because of Gilmans. I wanted to do something about the power company and
we did it and my son is Chairman now of the Democratic.. .he’s been on the Board of
Education. He’s on the Board of Finance. So, we’re always active. It’s a small town,
you have to be active, you have to be generous to things in town. If the Selectman
calls you us and says, “I have a problem, I need this.: He needs a couple loads of
loam because they built something around the school. He says, “Sam,...” I says,
“Well, how much do you need? Pick it up it’s all set.”

.

Q:

You said you had to be active and...

A:

You have to be active.

Q:

Because of a sense of community?

A:

Sure. Sure, it’s a small town. Even in big cities, but it’s easier in a small town.You
know.. .originally, I knew every family almost in Bozrah ‘cause I went to everybody’s
house when I ran for office. But today I don’t because I’m not active any more in
politics. My son is so I don’t know the people. They’ve moved in the.. .but in those
days, if somebody moved in you made sure you knew who it was. You made sure or
tried to make sure they were a Democrat, you know. You know, that’s that’s
the way it was. It was a small town. The people lived here. Years ago people
actually lived in Bozrah and their children.. .the old people came, the children stayed in
Bozrah. They didn’t move away. We go back. ..if I go into Fitchvifle, I’ll show you
people that have been.. .their grandparents, their great-grandparents were. there. They
stayed. Tthat’s the way it was years ago. Today, it isn’t. They move around. But it
wasn’t that way. When I grew up, it wasn’t that way. You knew that if there’s a
family over there next door that their kids would end up marrying somebody not too
far away and staying around here. Whether it was working in the mill or working on
the farm or working something around here, they didn’t move away. All.. .it’s a
different life. We didn’t have cars. Where were we going to go? I didn’t own a car
‘til I was working, quite old. Didn’t own a car.

Q:

When you were in the Legislature, what was the Legislature like? Because I know
there’s been a great transition. There used to be a lot of people from rural areas in the
Legislature.

A:

Yeah. When I got there already it wasn’t that way. There weren’t that many farmers.
Lebanon had two farmers from the Legislature. Harold Leibman and Johnny
Petrovsky. I came out of Bozrah, I was a farmer. I.. .I’m going to guess. I don’t
think we had more than a dozen farmers. Jack Tiffany, I don’t know if you know
Jack. Jack Tiffany was in it.

Q:

Old Lyme.

A:

Old... he got in the same year I did from Old Lyme. And there.. .there was a dozen
maybe. Lowell Weicker came in actually, the same year we did, too. Yeah, but he
wasn’t a farmer. There weren’t many farm.. by the time I got there the Legislature
had a lot of attorneys and people like that. They’re business people, attorneys,
insurance agents but before then it was mos. mainly rural. You got to remember
though, the Legislature changed the year afier I got out. That’s the year they changed
the Legislature.
. .

Q:

What year was that then?

Ii

A:

Mid-sixties, ‘65. See before that every town had two.. .say the city of Norwich had
two Representatives. There was Clarence Lihibridge and Esther Taft. Bozrah was
small but we had one. But the biggest cities only had.. .they didn’t have many .then it
changed and instead of Bozrah having one and Franklin having one, they combined six
or seven towns and only gave them one. You realize that Bozrah does not have it’s
own Representative anymore. We’re in a group of five or six towns that has a
Representative.
.

.

Q:

When did we get rid of the County System?

A:

It....when Ribicoff was Governor and that was in the ‘60’s too.

Q:

Did it come in together?

A:

About the same time. Yeah, there was a change.

Q:

So that changed a lot of stuff.

A:

Yeah, yeah, yeah. Sammy Gedjensen, Congressman Gedjensen became. Be.. .before
that Bozrah always had it’s own Representative. I was the last I think, of the
Representatives out of Bozrah.

Q:

They did populations? Was that when they went to populations?

A:

Yeah, yeah, populations.

Q:

Twenty-two thousand.

A:

Whatever it was, yeah. It was not only Representatives, Senators... Senators too.
Yeah, it altogether changed. In other words, where Bozrah had it’s.. .because it was
so small had one and Lebanon had two because it was a bigger town. Franklin had
one. Say Columbia might have had two, which was a bigger town. But that’s the way
it went. After that, they combined like five or six towns to get the certain population
and they had one Representative. Yeah. And the County Government went.. .1 think I
told this story yesterday. It’s funny at coffee break we were talking about s. .oh
Egan. They were talking about Egan. I don’t know Jeff but I have a man working for
me who’s related to Egan and I.. do you know Egan, Jerry Egan.

.

.

.

Q:

No, but I’ve heard of him.

A:

Well, this big article, it was talking about it says his wife.. .1 think it’s his wife and Egan
are related. So we were talking about the County Government and how it changed. I
lived with my sister and brother-in-law and my father and he was a.. .he was a Justice
of the Peace in town. We used to have trials in our house ‘cause we didn’t have a

court house in Bozrah. So we were three or four Justices and somebody got arrested
for speeding you’d end up at a Justice’s house. The Town Clerks in Connecticut were
out of homes,too. Lebanon, Bozrah, they were in somebody’s house. You went to
somebody’s house to be a Town Clerk.. .a Town Clerk. The Abel family had been
Town Clerks in Lebanon for probably two hundred years. We had the Bentleys and
the Proctors. They went down in generations. And the Justices were there. So with
Ribicoff, and that’s because there’s too many local people got arrested and they would
thro. .the case would be thrown out. There was one that was.. .1 don’t remember
exactly, and that’s when they decided that we’re going to get rid of the local Justices
because you know, if you knew the Justice is was thrown out. That’s when you came
into.. .the smaller cases went to what they call “the Common Pleas Court.” And the
b. .the bigger cases went to Superior Court. But the only thing that they left out of
County Government was the Sheriff. Why, I don’t know.
.

.

Q:

Politics.

A:

It was politics, yeah. But, getting back to the.. .the egg business, that’s what happened
to all the small farmers. They couldn’t go to the store and sell their eggs. The little
grocery stores, the local grocery stores that you could take twenty dozen eggs and
take and buy a pound of coffee with that there. You couldn’t go to Stop and Shop or
walk in with a pail of eggs and say, “Look, I got a pail of eggs, how much are you
going to give me for them?”

Q:

And we went... I noticed in the... in something that I read, about calling them cash
crops. Cash business so that it was an exchange for cash not an exchange for another
commodity.

A:

We used to grow a garden. And as I said, my father went to... originally when I was
very small, a horse and wagon and he put the eggs in the back. He might put some
cucumbers in back or some potatoes or apples or something and take them down and
this was on the west side of Norwich there were.. .there was Fina..J forget
what’s.. .Bookoffs
they were that famous. They’re still in the grocery business.
The Belt Brothers but mostly Bookotis and they had the two...two BookoWs were
on the west side. You’d tell them what you got and he’d always.. .whatever you had he
took. There was no questions. You were never going to bring it home. You might
get a nickel a dozen or ten cents, depended if he needed ‘em but he was fair. Meyer
Bookoff was a very nice fair person and he took what you had and you bought what
you needed. Then the city people came in and they would buy ‘cause that was the area
that people came in the Bookoffs store. We didn’t have the supermarket. We didn’t
have a Stop and Shop. We didn’t have a Big Y. We had local.. .on the west side there
was.. which was mainly Jewish, Polish, they’ve a certain amount of African-Americans
that live there. No Hispanics in Norwich at that time. ---had Haitians. We didn’t
have that. There were not there. They came many years later. But we did have
African-Americans and they would come in and buy what the farmer brought in. It
was a barter sort... sort of system. But when the supermarkets came in, the Big Ys and
---

Stop and Shops, the first National, the farmer couldn’t bring anything to them. So the
little farmer had no place to go except for the dealers like Connecticut Valley. And
now there was a couple.. .Willimantic had the Willimantic Poultry Auction where the
farmer could bring his chickens and his hens and his eggs. And in Hamden you had
that. So we did have local auctions, what they call and you could bring your eggs there
and then they would sell them for you. And Bill Aho knows that ‘cause he was here at
that time.

Q:

What about the Grange, the Farm Bureau and so on? Did you have any association
with any of those kinds of organizations?

A:

Yeah, yeah. Not the Grange so much but the Farm Bureau, yeah. Yeah, always we
had the Farm Bureau in Connecticut. It still is very active, the Farm Bureau.

Q:

There’s a local Farm Bureau too?

A:

Well, each County has it’s own. It’s a State of Connecticut Farm Bureau but each
County sort of run.. .the Farm Bureau runs by County, New London County,
Middlesex, Hartford. You know, all those, yeah.

Q:

And.. .and what.. .what...

A:

Well, they’re very active in the Legislature. They have a person who works the
Legislature.. .because the people.. .the Le. .the State and the people there always put up
laws to make it harder for agriculture. It... it gets tougher and tougher to be. You
know they closed a farm down in Windham here last year with the flies. Oh, you
didn’t know that?
.

Q:

No.

A:

Oh, then you ought to see that one. Yeah, there were some neighbors that didn’t like
the farming ‘cause they had too many flies and even though the State, Jim Rock, you
know Jim Rock?

Q:

Oh, yes.

A:

Well, Jim.. you talk to Jim about it.

Q:

I’m going to talk to him, too.

A:

Yeah, well they closed it down. There are no chickens on that farm. Windham passed
the law that made it so tough that he couldn’t stay in business.

Q:

Connecticut doesn’t have any right to farm laws?

1,

A:

Sure they have a right to farm law. They have a right to farm but it didn’t help them.
He finally closed the farm down because the person who put chickens in there
wouldn’t put them in anymore; because it was just everyday in the paper. It was
terrible. Yeah, Jim Rock will tell you. It’s been in the papers all the time but the right
to farm law didn’t help him. He was a public nuisance.

Q:

I see. I’ll talk to Jim about...

A:

So, it gets tougher and tougher to be in the agricultural business. Not just for eggs or
for cows, for everything. I mean, the father goes out and spreads his manure and a
person moves in from the city and builds a beautiful home right alongside. Now he
smells the manure. So he’s complaining. He likes the country, he don’t like you to
spread manure. Well, what are you going to do with the manure? You got to spread
it out. He plows the land, there’s dust. We’re fortunate here. When you drove in off
the road you saw a lot of houses but you went up a half a mile to where we are.
We’re kind of isolated over here, you know what I mean? Lebanon, we’re more on
the road but not that bad. But you take a person who comes from the city like a New
York and they suddenly come out here and build a house and they’re next to a chicken
coop. There’s a smell. You can’t help it. Chickens do smell. Can’t.. .we can do
anything.. .1 mean, we do whatever we can. We spend a lot of money but they smell.
You can’t help it.

Q:

Well, there are issues with.. .1 worked with people in Pennsylvania about the.. .where
the two meet which is the housing and the farms. You mentioned the smell. What
about chicken manure? What do you do with your manure? I know there are a lot...

A:

It goes mostly to dairy farmers. Not mostly, all, to dairy farmers.

Q:

And what do they do with it?

A:

Well, they use it for ferti. .that’s how they grow good corn. They grow their corn,
yeah.

Q:

And is it done like as a business piece or is it done as a way of distributing waste? I
mean, is there a contractual thing between different farms?

A:

Yeah, yeah, yeah, urn. Yeah. Yeah, to dairy farmers, chicken manure is very good for
growing corn. More so than their cow manure. So, our manure goes to dairy farmers.
Yeah, yeah.

Q:

And do they contact you?

A:

We.. .we know each other. (Okay.) Yeah, we know each other.

Q:

Okay. What do you think is the greatest change you’ve adjusted to?

.

A:

As I said, the greatest change was that we eliminated the middle-man. We went...
We eliminated the middle-man. We don’t need the middle-man to pick up our eggs
and bring them to the store. We produce our eggs.. .which gives us better quality,
tremendous, as I told you. The egg laid right now, will be in a store tomorrow
morning. It gives us.. .we can do things that the small farmer couldn’t afford to do.
Never could. We’re USDA inspected. He couldn’t afford USDA.

Q:

Do you have to be a certain size? What brings in the USDA inspection?

A:

You have to ask for it and pay for it. It costs us a couple hundred thousand dollars a
year probably. But it means quality. Yeah, it means quality. In other words, we pay
the USDA. See, in...in poultry that’s free. In meat it’s free. In eggs, you pay because
it’s voluntary. It’s not mandatory. You can’t kill chickens and sell them. You know,
I mean all.. all the people that kill chickens or do things like that meat, it’s mandatory.
You can’t butcher cows and sell the meat unless an inspector looks at it. That’s
mandatory and so they get it for free. We’re voluntary, not everybody is USDA. So
we pay.

Q:

You pay for like a license or the title or the...?

A:

We pay for the wages of the man. (Okay.) And we pay for how many cases of eggs
he does and we pay for overhead and things like.. .for all these things. Yeah.

Q:

D. .Disease. I’ve talked over the years. Everyone worries about salmonella but we
really haven’t had those kind of outbreaks in Connecticut.

A:

Not really, no. No. Salmonella is.. .you know, you read a lot about in the papers but
the chances of getting salmonella is less than getting hit by lightning. Really, but you
know, it makes a big thing. The papers play it up. It’s like anything else. “Sixty
Minutes” get hold of something and they’re going to make it sound 111cc everybody’s
got salmonella. The chances of getting salmonella from eggs are very, very small.
Very.., if they’re handled properly, there is no chance of getting it, if they’re handled
properly. The problem with salmonella is because it’s (product) not handled. It’s
mostly in institutions or parties where they come in and they break out a thousand
eggs and they leave them sitting overnight in the heat so that.. .You can’t do that. You
can get salmonella from anything if you don’t handle... eggs should be refrigerated.
They should be kept refrigerated and you shouldn’t batch up a bunch of eggs and...
Everytime the salmonella, it always it’s somebody who didn’t handle the eggs
properly. if the eggs are handled properly, you won’t get salmonella.
That’s...that’s...thatis...that’sit.

Q:

What’s the biggest.. .what is one of the biggest problems, you think, you faced over
your lifetime with your industry?

.
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A:

Well, environmental. Yeah, it’s probably going to be...it’s probably not only the
biggest but will be the biggest. It’s going to be the biggest. There’s no question about
it. Environmental problems. Yeah. They are.. .they’re going to make laws that are
just going to be impossible to.. .to stay with. And I know it’s coming especially in
Connecticut or any State like Connecticut. Yeah.

Q:

Because of the proximity of the population?

A:

Yeah, proximity of the population. But it’s.. .even in the Midwest they have problems
but not as much as we. They have more land, they have more place to get rid of their
manure. They have more opportunity. Luckily, we don’t have many chicken farmers
in Connecticut. Luckily, we don’t have any swine farms. If you read what’s going on
in Iowa and all with these big pig operations we don’t have that and luckily we don’t.
But it’s.. .it’s going to be a problem. There’s no question about it. Environmental.

Q:

What’s the biggest joy you’ve had?

A:

That’s to see the place grow. I wish my parents were alive, my father especially. And
this is what we were talking about the other day. When I built the first coops by the
road and we went into the... and we grew twelve thousand broilers. Then I built
another coop and I grew twenty thousand broilers. See that building over there?
There are three of them in a row. You know where they came from? I took down all
the barracks at Groton Airport when they... sold.. .for the airport and moved them up
and put them up. And he said, “What are you doing?” And I said, “I’m putting up...”
And he said, “Don’t you have enough?” And I said, “Well, I thought I’d have....”
And I built my first cage coop and he said, “What are you doing?” And I said, “Well, I
built a cage coop.” He says, “Don’t you have enough?” He said, “You’re never going
to learn do you?” And I says, “No, I....” And finally after a while he said, “You
know what, there’s no use talking to you ‘cause it doesn’t do any good.” And we
were very small compared to what we have today. I wish he was alive today to see
what we did. To come up here and see... You come up here at say four or five
o’clock and see thirty, forty trailers loaded up. You know, boxes out there. I’ll give
you a t. .a ride around.
.

Q:

I’d like to see that.

A:

That’s my joke. Secondly, my family, when my son was back, you know? And his
children, his daughter is in the office and she’s from college but, you know, to see
them grow. He stayed there and the other two are successful and nice but that’s
a...that’s the joy in a family. Like you come in here...I remember when I didn’t have
an office for the girl. She... she worked.. .this Dora Coleman who was the bookkeeper
I told you for the town. Used to eat lunch with me and then on the kitchen table, open
the books and we’d do the books together. And then come in here and sit down like
this and.. .if somebody says a farm, they don’t think of this do they?

Q:

No. No, they don’t. They don’t think of it as being a business.

A:

Yeah, well, that’s the trouble. It is a business. It’s a business.

Q:

And what I’ve been getting a lot of, it’s emotional. It’s the lifestyle or an agricultural
ethic, a work ethic. (Yeah.) And.. .and then you try and talk about well what is it?
And it’s interesting because it is the work ethic that I’m finding that people talk about.
,

A:

I’m seventy-nine years old. I’ll be eighty on my next birthday and the boys will tell
you, my wife is very sick. She has been for many years. She’s had brain tumors,
operations and... so I.. .1 do have a home in Florida and we go down and she loves it
down there. It’s warm and she likes the warm weather. But the boys will tell you, I’m
happy when I’m here and you know what time I got up this morning? At four o’clock.
Now, I don’t have to... I don’t have to work. I’m sure.. .you know that I don’t have to
work. But they’ll tell you that.. .and you know what? Most of them love when I’m
home. They love it. The bosses all love when I’m...well, I think almost all of them do.
They can’t wait for me to get here because when I get here things will get done they
say. Yeah, they’ll get done. The mowers will be mowing today. They weren’t
mowing until I got home. They were broke down. Things, you know what I mean,
they.. .they. And, I love to get up in the morning. I can’t wait to get up in the morning
to get out here and enjoy this to see what we’ve built. You know, I drive around
and.. .you got time?
.

Q:

.

Yes, I will. Thank you so very, very much.
We’re back from a tour which is remarkable and we talked briefly about a couple of
things. I’d like to ask you about your schooling. And you said that you were at.. .at a
school until a certain grade, right near here and...

A:

Yeah, I.. .I...originally the town of Bozrah had individual schools for each little area.
They didn’t have a bus service and so the first school I went to was about a half a mile
from my home. It was a one-room school and all eight grades were taught by one
teacher. We didn’t have any heat or anything, just a stove and we put wood in it and
with.. there was no plumbing. We had outhouses. The last year that I was there, there
were only four students and we happen to all be in the same grade. And we were all
Jewish and on the Jewish holiday the teacher didn’t have to come to school. That year
they closed that school and all the other one room schools and they put in bus service
and took us to the school in Fitchvffle which was in the center of town which was a
two-room school.

Q:

Did.. .did those schools eventually feed into NFA? Is that...

A:

Everything.. .yeah. Bozrah still today does not have a high school so all students from
Bozrah went to NFA. Today some might go to another high school because, I don’t
know, they.. they have a choice. But at that time, we didn’t have a choice. In other

words, all students from Bozrah always went to NfA unless they went to a tech
school, Norwich Tech.

Q:

Yeah. I have one other question that occurred to me as we were walking and talking.
You’re a big risk taker. You talked about your dad being surprised and wondering
what you’re going to do next but something prompted you to.. .to take these chances
or to have a bigger picture, bigger vision. Do you have any idea why you’re that way?

A:

Oh, I think that’s just...today if I had my way, we’d still be building chicken coops.
I.. .1 loved it and I wanted to grow it. To me the building and the growing was veiy
important. It was very, very important. I was never satisfied that it was enough. I
always.. .was.. .wanted more. Yeah.

Q:

And the maintenance of it was.. .is not the big piece you like. It’s the.. .the.. .the new
pieces.

A:

Well, no I wouldn’t say.. .no the maintenance is.. .we. .we. .1.. .I’m in charge of
maintenance even today my men are doing the maintenance. No, the building
was.. .1.. .originally when we built these ‘cause we built them all ourselves. I’d just go
out there and hammer nails with the boys and I dug the ditches. I carried the rocks to
put the foundations in. We did it all. And of course, as we got bigger we had more
people do it but no, the building was what I wanted and... and until today I.. .1 enjoy
building, I enjoy growing, I enjoy getting bigger. Unfortunately, we can’t grow
anymore, I don’t think, in Connecticut. If we grew, we would have to grow in the
Midwest probably. I don’t think we’d grow in Connecticut anymore.

Q:

Now.. .now you ship primarily to the east coast?

A:

Yeah, yeah.

Q:

How large a market area do you think you cover?

A:

I’m going to say from New York and New Jersey up to New Hampshire. In other
words, that part of it, yeah. New. ..New Hampshire. We ship out...we shipped a lot of
eggs to Hong Kong, you know.

Q:

Oh,no.

A:

Oh yeah. If you were here yesterday morning, you’d see a trailer going out to Hong
Kong. And we ship some maybe to Puerto Rico but Hong Kong has been a big
customer of ours for years.

Q:

So, they’re fresh here then they go on by plane within...

A:

No, they go by boat and they’re fresh when they get there.

.
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Q:

They’re refrigerated because boats go faster too.

A:

Yeah, but that market is dwindling because since China took over Hong Kong, a lot of
their eggs are coming in from China or Europe of someplace. But we have a chain in
flo. .in Hong Kong that we were supplying their eggs. Urn hmm, yeah. We’ve done
that for years.
.

Q:

Thank you, very, very much. I appreciate it very much.

A:

It’s been my pleasure.

