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Wilmington Movies
Bill Cimonetti

At Old Home Week 2010, my eighth OHW, | spent some quality time at the
Historical Society, and there | learned that a reel of old Wilmington movies,
including footage from the 1938 flood had been found, and that the Historical
Society was having the film restored and preserved. That news refreshed
thoughts not only of that great flood, but Wilmington movies in general.

My earliest memories of movies in Wilmington date to the mid-1930's. At that
time motion pictures were shown at the Memorial Hall on Saturday, an after-
noon matinee and an evening performance. My family lived in the house imme-
diately west of Memorial Hall, having moved there in 1934 when | was three. |
only had to walk across the lawn to see the show. I’ve been told of a particular
Shirley Temple movie in which there was a scene of a sumptuous birthday
party. This evidently made me very hungry and I left the show for a few min-
utes to go home for cookies and milk!

Memorial Hall in 1934 was very much the same as today with two notable ex-
ceptions; there was a metal-clad projection booth in the balcony and the classic
"silver screen” on the stage. Look carefully at the building facade today and you
will see, high above the entrance, a circular panel blocking the former exhaust
vent from the booth.

The theater operator in Wilmington was for many years Mr. Carl Nilman of
Buckland, Massachusetts. Carl had theaters in Shelburne Falls, in Manchester
Center, and in Wilmington. My Dad, Guido Cimonetti, grew up in Readsboro,
and as a schoolboy learned the art of 35 millimeter motion picture projection.
With that skill and the proximity of our house to Memorial Hall it was natural
that he and Carl became friends and Dad became the Wilmington projectionist.
I attended Wilmington schools, graduating from WHS in 1948, and having
spent many hours in the projection booth with my Dad or Carl, while in high
school | became the Wilmington projectionist.

At the peak of movie time in Wilmington, the summer season with dozens of
"city kids" at Camp Deerfield and tourists at The Childs Tavern, (Crafts Inn),
we showed movies on Tuesday, Thursday, and twice on Saturday. There were
always News Reels, especially dramatic in the war years of 1941-1945, fre-
guently double features, and sometimes-serial shorts, perhaps even The Perils of
Pauline. In the 1930's and '40's there was little to compete with commercial
movies; no television, no internet, and in Wilmington, not even "home movies";
nothing like today’s camcorder existed. So movie night was a big deal, brought
to town by Carl Nilman, with help from the Cimonettis in the projection booth
and the Streeter boys selling and taking the $0.35 tickets. Carl put up posters
every week, handbills of coming attractions were given out, and on Saturday
night Memorial Hall was packed with town folks seated on noisy and uncom-
fortable chairs.

Crick”, our senior play. Before that, in one of my high school years a teacher who was
to tell me that a boy acting in the role of a champion swimmer needed a replacement ---
immediately. It was a bit part with few speeches, she said, and it didn’t matter that |
couldn’t swim a stroke. (Luckily, Memorial Hall didn’t have a pool on its stage.) So, |
took the part and got through the next week of rehearsals and the presentation without
any major problems that | recall.

So, | have a lot of Memorial Hall memories, dating back to one night in 1932 when |
was just a member of the audience not a participant. It was the night my sister Bernice,
read her winning essay on George Washington, during the town’s bicentennial celebra-
tion of the founding father’s birth.

My most lasting recollection, however, may well be the night of my high school gradua-
tion, when | brazenly smoked a cigar as our procession of ten graduates formed at
Child’s Tavern. | didn’t quite dare to try to keep the butt going when we got inside.

Brother Ernie Crosier’s memories include dancing at the junior and senior hops as well
as his graduation in 1940.—Bernie Crosier

Memorial Hall Acting Group Priscilla lived just two houses down from Me-

morial Hall, so she would walk up to read the
marquee to see what was playing. She would go
to the movies with her younger sister. First they
would go up to Parmelee & Howe to buy their
candy bars before going to watch the movie.
The movies would start off with previews, car-

toons and then the feature show. Some of the
movies she remembers were: “Father Knows Best,” “Cheaper By The Dozen,” and
there were lots of westerns as well.

Walt would start his evening off with a stop at Parmelee & Howe for a milkshake and
then go to the movies with his parents. He recalls his father putting tire chains on the car
in order to get back to the farm on Smith Road one night after the movies. You could
see a movie for .25 cents back then. We both recall the chairs were hard after sitting on
them for some time watching the movies.—Walter & Priscilla Lackey as told to Julie
Moore

I remember walking with my Grandmother Buffum to Memorial Hall
in Wilmington village to go to the silent movies, and later on, regular
“talkies”. |1 remember Mrs. Strawser playing the piano during the si-
lent movies. Grandma and | walked from the backside of Castle Hill
near Maynard’s cove the two miles over Castle Hill Road and home
again. Sometimes it was moonlight and Grandmother would say,
“Light as Day, Vera.”

Vera Deyo

| remember a dog in the “Rin Tin Tin” movies, but | do not remember

the full titles. One was, “Trail of the Lonesome Pines” | think. | also remember the
short news and comics at the beginning.

I was watching the “Three Stooges” one night and laughing with everyone else. When
the comic was over my Grandmother said, “Do you really enjoy seeing these people
hitting each other over and over?" This sort of spoiled the “Three Stooges” for me. The
best part of the evening sometimes was standing halfway up Castle Hill at the intersec-
tion of Boyd Hill Road, looking back at all the lights in town. Electricity had not come
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Memories of the Movies at Memorial Hall

It was back in the 1940’s as a young teenager | remember there was-
n’t much for entertainment around town. When kids finished their
chores they just got together and started a game of Hide-N-Seek, Kick
the Can, or Tag.

Then we heard they were going to show movies at Memorial Hall on
Saturday nights. As | recall the price of the movie was 20 cents!
Mom gave us an extra nickel so we could go to Parmelee & Howe on

Jeannette Brown | the way and buy 5 cents worth of candy.

I remember the movies played in summer with the first movies being
“Silent Movies” with sub titles. Before | could read all of what was written, the picture
changed. Mrs. Courtemanche played the piano for the silent movies. A while later we
had talking pictures; they always showed a cartoon first and then came the feature film.
My favorites were Westerns with Gene Autry and Roy Rogers. Most of the young ladies
in town including myself had a crush on Mr. Rogers. Until one Saturday night | met a
nice looking guy and ended up marrying him. Mr. Rogers was only a memory after
that.—Jeannette Brown

I remember going to the Saturday night movies at Memorial Hall in
the summers of the 1940’s. My Dad, Harry Morse, would gather us
all up after milking was done and supper eaten and we would get in
the truck, three of us in the back and the youngest would ride up front
with Mom and Dad. On one Saturday night my youngest sibling re-
fused to finish her dinner. The rule was: if you didn’t finish your din-
ner you couldn’t go to the movie. So we all cajoled her to eat so we
could go. To tell the truth | don’t remember if we got there that week

or not. During the war years | was fascinated with the black and white
newsreels of the war action that came on before the cartoons and fea-

Marilyn Howard

ture show. The reels were huge and | think came by mail. They were only shown one
night. Most movies were black and white but some were in color. The teenagers al-
ways sat in the middle aisle in the last three or four rows. During the summers the
campers, both kids and adults, from the camp off Route 9W and the road to Chimney
Hill would walk into town to see the movies. That had to be a boost for the ticket sales.

Being a farm girl my favorite movies were about horses or dogs, i.e. “Lassie,” “National
Velvet,” “My Friend Flicka,” and “Black Beauty”. The Three Stooges” were very popu-
lar during that time along with a lot of Esther Williams’s swimming movies. | think my
very favorite movie of the 40’s would be “The Yearling,” about having a deer as a pet.

My Mom, Viola Morse, used to tell us about seeing movies at Memorial Hall when she
was a child. They were black and white and silent. There was a live piano player that
would create the sound for the movie.

By the early 1950’s Drive-In Theaters became popular for the young crowd. I’m happy
to see while reading “The Deerfield Valley News” that movies are playing again at the
grand old Memorial Hall.—Marilyn Morse Howard

Proms, plays, operettas and graduations make Memorial Hall the social point of the
Wilmington that | remember. | can’t forget Memorial Hall, for it is where | was once a
dancing bear in a high school operetta, and got a lot of laughs for my clumsiness. It was
also where | made use of my rural upbringing and dialect as “Aaron Slick from Punkin
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Motion pictures in
the 1930’s were
made on 35 millime-
ter, highly flamma-
ble, nitrate film. A
feature movie would
have six or eight
large, 12 or 15-inch
reels, all stored in
heavy, fireproof con-

tainers. Carl would

ship them from Shel- Interior of Memorial Hall

burne Falls, usually by rail to Readsboro and then by "stage" to Wilmington. A
reel would run about twelve minutes, and in the booth we had two magnificent
projectors, each with a massive light source. Light sufficient to project a twenty
foot image at a distance of about one hundred feet has to be intense, so for mov-
ies the light is created by "striking an arc" between two carbon rods carrying
substantial electrical current. The projectionist is constantly adjusting the arc by
controlling the separation of the rods. However, the projectionist must also
"thread" the film of each reel in the projector, and precisely switch projection
from one machine to the other at the end of a reel. This nearly imperceptible
switching is all done by hand, with the operator cued by brief visual signals
seen in the upper right hand corner of the picture a few seconds before the end
of the reel. If the operator misses the cue the screen and sound go blank and the
audience becomes irate. While managing all of this the operator still must find
time to manually rewind each reel and store it in the fireproof container.
"Showing the movies" was a busy time for a high school student.

Carl Nilman was a great fellow and a true entrepreneur. He had a "sound car", a
panel truck with a loudspeaker, and he would drive through town announcing
the night's movie. He also announced one day when | was about five, much to
my chagrin, "Billy Cimonetti has a dirty face." Carl built the Green Shutters
restaurant, now Dot's Restaurant, in the '30's. He later built a new Green Shut-
ters at the east end of town; that restaurant later became the Catholic Church,
and is today the Episcopal Church.

Carl also had a professional movie camera with which he filmed the events of
Fair Day every year, and it was Carl Nilman who filmed the disaster of the 1938
flood. A large reel of these "local home movies” was stored in the projection
booth, and, on one occasion in the 1950's when the feature film failed to arrive
on time for movie night, I improvised and showed the flood movies.

The recovery and restoration of the historic Carl Nilman movies stirs great
memories of Movie Nights in Wilmington; I'm truly appreciative of this Histori-
cal Society project.



The History of Lake Raponda
Claudette Hollenbeck

Without Captain Chipman Swift, who in the 1770s accepted the Grant of land
that would later become Lake Raponda, we would not have a lake today. It was
probably then a swampy area peppered with the multiple springs, which to this
day support the lake. The water ran off into what was called Bill Brook. Swift
dammed up the outflow, recognizing the value of waterpower. No doubt in that
era, this fulfilled the requirement to "develop" 5 of every 50 acres allowed a
Grantee. In 1782 he conveyed the land and water rights to John Buck, who
built two dwellings, a sawmill, a gristmill and a tannery on the site of the out-
flow. The Great Pond was the name of the newly created body of water. In
1788 John Buck sold his property to William and Benjamin Ray (two members
of a local family of 10 children). The Ray brothers increased the size of the
dam creating what was then called Ray's Pond, 166 acres of water, about a mile
and a half long and a half-mile wide, its dimensions today.

The pond/lake was mostly used by local farmers for cutting ice in the winter
and fishing in the summer until the late 1800s when local businessmen began to
see the unique beauty and seclusion of this pristine body of water 2000 feet
above sea level. The frontage of the lake on the west side was, at this time,
owned as part of two farms, the Ballou's and Stowe's. (Hence the current Bal-
lou Hill Road and Stowe Hill road). The east side was owned sectionally by
local businessmen. Wanting the lake's shoreline to be controlled as a unit, the
Raponda and Sylvan Lake Association was formed and in 1890 the business-
men members bought from N. N. Stowe 160 acres of land, five rods wide along
the lake frontage. Five acres of this land, including what was known as Sher-
wood Park, were sold to William Stearns. He built a pavilion for dancing on the
point of land known as the Grove, reached by a small footbridge. This was the

Original Hotel Raponda
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100 times. One of White’s primary reasons for hiking Haystack are the
“spectacular views and the solitude and peacefulness of nature on a quiet day.”
O’Kane’s 1926 book describes Haystack’s views in great detail, pointing out
sights such as the Whitingham Reservoir to the south, the Taconic Mountains to
the northwest, the Green Mountains in the north, and hundred mile views to the
northeast. Of the various summits that can be seen on a clear day O’Kane notes
Ascutney (46 miles), Moosilauke (96 miles), Mount Monadnock (43 miles),
Glastenbury (9 miles), Mount Equinox (20 miles), Mount Pisgah (3 % miles),
Stratton (12 miles), and Killington (37 miles). According to O’Kane, on particu-
larly clear days one can see the White Mountains and even the Presidential
Range over 125 miles away.

Aside from its
great views, Hay-
stack draws hik-
ers to see its sum-
mit lake and the
various  small
caves that dot the
peak. O’Kane
notes that the lake
is “a much larger

lake than one
would expect to

Haystack’s Lost Cave

find at such an altitude, its length being nearly three quarters of a mile and its
width about half as much. In its situation and its relative size, an extensive body
of water almost at the summit of a craggy mountain, it has unusual interest.”
For many years it was told that Haystack Lake was bottomless, a claim that is
perhaps due to the darkness of the water. Yet White mentions that in 1985
members of the Wilmington Fire Department scuba diving team searched the
lake in an effort to find a lost student and found the deepest parts of the lake to
be only 30 or 40 feet deep.

Haystack’s caves are also a part of its lore, due largely to the supposed exis-
tence of a “lost” cave somewhere on the mountain. This lost cave is another
feature that draws White to continue to hike Haystack. He mentions that there
are a few old pictures of the cave, but it is unclear where the cave itself is lo-
cated. While many old timers have spoke of the cave, its whereabouts have been
unknown for some time. White plans to continue his search for the lost cave as
soon as the snow melts in the spring.

Whether White, or anyone else, comes across Haystack’s lost cave any time
soon, this much is clear: those who search for the cave, or simply seek to amble
up Haystack’s slopes, will be rewarded with a taste of history and heap of won-
derful Vermont views.



Haystack Mountain
By Nathan Moore

At 3,462 feet in altitude its peak lies just below that of Mount Pisgah, a moun-
tain more commonly known as Mount Snow, yet its definite, sharp pointed

summit cone is a striking feature which lends
this peak its name: Haystack Mountain. Some-
times confused with the ski mountain bearing
the same name, Haystack Mountain is the sub-
ject of local history, myth, and lore.

According to Walter Collins O’Kane in his
1926 book “Trails and Summits of the Green
Mountains,” Haystack is “[a] mountain with a
sharp summit cone and a broad, deep lake just
under the precipitous peak. The view a wide
and complete panorama. An excellent trail.
Distance, highway to summit and return, 5 %
miles. Time 4 hours.” At the time O’Kane

wrote his book, a telephone line bisected the
trail to Haystack’s summit. This line provided

Fire Tower

telephone services to the cabin and fire tower at the summit. These structures
were built as the result of a 1918 study suggesting the construction of more
lookout stations in strategic areas. Such lookout stations and fire towers were
essential in spotting and taking action against forest fires before they could
grow into even larger threats. The study prompted the Vermont Timberland
Owners Association to pay for the construction of a trail, cabin, and wooden
tower in 1920 as part of a lookout station on the mountain. The cabin provided
housing for those manning the fire tower, with the lookout station operating
from its construction in 1920 until about 1930.

O’Kane also notes a water main following the summit trail, with vertical iron
pipes marking sections where the water main crosses the trail. This water main
ran “to a private reservoir east of Wilmington and is eight miles long.” Another,
larger, water line descended the mountain taking “part of its supply from the
lake high up toward the summit and furnishing water for the city of Wilming-
ton.”

The original summit trail was altered when the Ridge Trail connecting Haystack
to Mount Snow was constructed in the late 70’s or early 80’s. According to fre-
guent Haystack hiker Jake White, the new trail is longer than the old trail, being
about a quarter of a mile to the left of the original. While the new trail takes
longer to walk, White notes that it is easier to hike and lies on terrain that is less
steep than the original trail.

White’s knowledge of the Haystack trails comes from many hikes to the moun-
tain’s summit over the years. In 2010 alone White was able to reach the summit
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site of picnics and dances for the whole community.

The Association and its members built a hotel about midway along the east side
of the lake on a knoll just west of what is now Stearns Avenue. Wilbur Stowe
suggested a more attractive name for Ray's Pond and it began to be known as
Lake Ra(y)ponda. The Hotel Raponda opened to visitors in the summer of
1889. It was a large cottage with 50 rooms, enlarged in 1892. It entertained
Rudyard Kipling and his wife, Carrie, and President Theodore Roosevelt who
proclaimed the "scenic pulchritude of the place”. Mysteriously the hotel burned
to the ground in December of 1896. Remnants of crockery and iron utensils
still surface at the site.

Horace Stearns, son of William Stearns began building the second hotel on the
lake in 1899 close to the dance pavilion his father had developed. This edifice
known as the Raponda House was completed in 1900. It could house nearly
100 guests and boasted all the most modern conveniences of the time. Horace
Stearns designed rather distinctive curved porches for the hotel. He also de-
signed a number of adjunctive cottages nearby. The hotel was open during July
and August and charged a weekly room and board of ten to fourteen dollars.
Guests arrived by train at the Wilmington depot of the Hoosac Tunnel & Wil-
mington Railroad (the HT&W RR known locally as the "Hoot, Toot and Whis-
tle RR™) and were conveyed to the hotel in a jitney.

In addition to the hotel, there was a sprinkling of early cottages around the lake,
the earliest ones clustered near the foot of Stearns Avenue. WW1 and more
common use of the automobile changed the nature of summer colony vacations
and lakeside usage. The hotel closed and was torn down in the 1920's and more
and more private cottages were constructed instead. Most of these cottages en-
dured until the advent of the ski boom starting in the late 1950s. The need for
year round comfort lead to the destruction of many of the original cottages and
the construction of real houses on those sites. In it’s roughly 240 years of exis-
tence to date, Wilmington's "pulchritudinous™ little lake has served many gen-
erations of devoted families and visitors alike.

“Raponda House,” the second Raponda hotel—ca 1910
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President’s Report

The Historical Society of Wilmington, a duly organized nonprofit entity, is
dedicated to collecting, preserving, teaching and displaying the history of Wil-
mington. This is realized with the efforts of all those who volunteer with the
society as well as those who donate.

The society had a wonderful turnout during Old Home Week 2010 and it was a
pleasure to have so many visitors who stopped by to look over the displays, go
on a village walking tour, or attend our pancake breakfast fundraiser, which
turned out to be a great hit. Through the generosity of Al & Sue Wurzberger we
were able to reproduce “An Historical Address” from Old Home Week 1950 by
Guy C. Hawkins to use as a fundraising tool which came out in time for Old
Home Week. If you did not get one, and would like a copy, please contact the
society.

During 2010 we held several informational presentations either at the museum
or at other locations: the old woodshop at Adams Farm, a slide show of old Wil-
mington photos, a slide show was also held at Pettee Memorial Library about
past Old Home Weeks, a presentation about the Newton Brothers, Wilmington
Ghost Stories, and the history of the old mill on Mill Street. Attendance during
each month has been fabulous and we look forward to many more presentations
in the upcoming year. Thanks to John and Rachel Lazelle we now have our own
web site that was just started in February. To keep up to date on events and his-
tory please visit wilmingtonhistoricalsociety.com Our presentations/meetings
are held on the second Wednesday of the months April through November at
7:00 p.m. unless otherwise posted. Please note that the second Wednesday is a
change from the first Wednesday of the month.

We continue to pay off our mortgage in quarterly payments by holding fund-
raisers through out the year. Another great source of our income for the mort-
gage payments are the memberships and donations generated through our yearly
newsletter. Due to postage costs we have had to cut back on our mailing list so
if you know someone who did not get a copy and would like one please feel
free to contact the society.

Renovations, repairs, upkeep, and many other projects keep us busy all year
long. Always trying to better the way we serve our community in sharing the
history that has been collected over the years. Most of our maintenance work
inside, outside and on the property is done by donation volunteer work by our
members or reduced pricing by local contractors. This fall we were able to do
some much-needed repairs to the attached shed so as to salvage it for future
storage and display space. It is really exciting to know so many people are will-
ing to support the society.

The donation of important Wilmington artifacts from so many people is an asset
of expanding our collection. This year we were very fortunate to have received
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the donation of three reels of nitrate film from the flood of 1938, baseball
games, and the country fair. One of our presentations for 2011 will definitely
be the showing of this amazing footage of Wilmington history!

Preserving history is so very important and the society works hard preserving
and displaying artifacts. We encourage all to attend a presentation, function, or
just stop by for a visit during our summer hours. Students from area schools
studying history are always welcome and encouraged to visit too or go on a vil-
lage walking tour.

Please be sure to stop in and visit us this summer or feel free to contact me to
set up a time that works for you.
1-802-464-3004.

Respectfully submitted,
Julie Moore, President

Historical Society Officers

President.......c.ovie i Julie Moore
ViCe President. .. ..oou e e Sally Gore
SBCIBIANY .. et e e e Pat Morris
THRASUIEI . et et e et e et e et e e e e Diane Chapman
Trustees
Pete Adams Larry Chase
Bob Greene Tina Pike

Lenny Chapman — House Committee Chairman

In Memoriam
Eleanor Cutting Davis 1919 — 2009
Sandy Crawford Eggleston 1937 — 2010
Ed Haslund 1930 - 2010
Mary Howe Johnson 1922 - 2010

View from Lisle Hill—ca 1950
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