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Legendary tales of noted abolitionist, educator linger in this home

T

he legacy of proud abolitionist and passionate educator Frederick W.
Gunn, who by local lore also happens to be the titular “father of recreational camping,” is quite the lasting one in the hilltop Litchfield County

neighborhood metonymically dubbed Washington Green. His imparting presence
prevails in The Gunnery boarding school, which is the lofty Washington prep
school that was founded in 1850 by Gunn. His inquisitive specter looms in the adjacent Gunn Memorial Library & Museum, which upon its late-19th century construction was posthumously named for Gunn. And his familial bond is found in this
nearby antique Colonial, which before his death was a domicile and respite for the
fortunate family Gunn. However, four full decades before fellow anti-slavery
Litchfield County dissident John Brown raided Virginia’s Harpers Ferry and
sparked the Civil War, this spacious house was built on a different site and for
more municipal purposes. “In 1819, on the Washington Green, a meeting house
was constructed on the site where the Judea Parish House stands today,” stated a
2016 blog post on the Historic Buildings of Connecticut blogsite. “The building had
a large upstairs space for town and church meetings and the walls were lined with
shelves that held the town’s first library. “The first floor had several rooms, and
these were used for a time by the Judea Female Seminary, run by Mary Brinsmade, sister-in-law of Frederick W. Gunn,” it continued. “In the 1870s, Gunn
moved the building to its current location (16 Kirby Road), attaching a former oneroom district school house to the rear.” After the death of Gunn in 1881, the house
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This 1820 Colonial was initially owned by the Gunn family, who founded the nearby Gunnery
prep school, and it also once served as the town meeting house.

about Gunn being the patriarch of leisurely camping? Nobody is roughing it in this
elegant home with four bedrooms, five bathrooms, formal dining room and doubleheight living room, a place that listing agent Judy Auchincloss called “a splendid
jewel from the past coupled with today’s
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“In 1861, he led his first trek 30 miles from Washington to Welch’s Point at Mil-

One of the home’s five antique fireplaces is found in the library.

continued for decades as a domain for surviving relatives. “The house was the residence of his widow, Abigail Irene Brinsmade Gunn, familiarly known to Gunnery
students as ‘Aunt Abbey,’” further stated the regional history lesson write-up. “For
several years the house was a dormitory for the Gunnery School known as ‘The
Abbey,’ then in 1912 it again became a private residence, and it was remodeled by
its new owners, who added a north wing around 1919-1925.” But what’s all this talk
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ford, Connecticut, on Long Island Sound. The group camped there for 10 days, and
amid swimming and foraging, they performed military drills in preparation for
service in the Union Army. The students called it ‘gypsying.’” If that’s not enough
for you, in 2011 the American Camping Association recognized this event as the
origin of the modern organized camping movement. Is it any wonder this house
has five fireplaces?
— Jack Coraggio
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itchfield’s Wisdom House, 229 East Litchfield Road, will offer “A Reflective Journey
Through ‘Gift from the Sea’” on Saturday

Oct. 19, from 9:30 a.m. to 3 p.m., using Anne Morrow
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