
The Bushnell Farm in Old Saybrook 
A private preserve generously shared by the owners 
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The Boston Post Road from Old Saybrook to Westbrook is 

bordered by numerous commercial 
properties as well as a most 
extraordinary, notable time capsule.  
Some people know about it, but others 
drive right past it, oblivious to this 
collection of historic structures, artifacts 
and exhibits.  That’s not surprising 
because the time capsule is a private 
property owned by a remarkable couple 
who live in Essex.  They are Sharon 
DeLeeuw Clark and Herbert Tryon Clark 
III, known by their many friends and 
admirers as Sherry and Herb. 

 
These same friends and admirers know that Sherry and Herb like to save things, 
most especially historic things. Over the years the Clarks helped save the 
Steamboat Dock in Essex, which had fallen into disrepair as a restaurant, the 
Ivoryton Playhouse, the Centerbrook Meeting House, the Essex Steam Train and 
Riverboat, Brockway Island and Fetske Seaplane base in the middle of the 
Connecticut River, Valentine, their classic fifty foot, 1929 Elco motor yacht, 
antique cars, vintage farm tractors 
and equipment, their 1785 
Colonial-era (former) home in 
Essex, their 1200-acre farm in 
Vermont, and the Bushnell Farm in 
Old Saybrook, just to name a few. 
There are more.  But what makes 
Sherry and Herb extra special 
people is that they not only save 
things, they also share them with 
friends and strangers.  And that’s 
the very special story about the 
1678 Bushnell Farm. 



The Bushnell Family Name 
After almost 400 years in America, the Bushnell family name has been spread 
across the country.  Bushnells helped build the Union Pacific Railroad and the Civil 
War ironclad Monitor. There are eight cities named 
Bushnell in eight states from Florida to Nebraska and 
South Dakota. Bushnell optics are sold in sporting 
goods stores across the country. Closer to Old 
Saybrook, one Bushnell was a famous pastor of the 
North Congregational church in Hartford and the 
Bushnell Park and the Bushnell Performing Arts Center 
are named after him. Other Bushnells help build the 
New Haven and New London Railroad. There is a 
wooden Bushnell-invented submarine in the 
Connecticut River Museum, plus numerous historic 
Bushnell houses in almost every Shoreline town.  
 
They started in Guilford, Connecticut 
The genealogical history of Englishman Francis Bushnell (1580-1646, 66 yrs.), 
identifies him as Junior. He and his wife Ferris Quenell (and perhaps another wife) 
had twelve children. Five of his sons sailed to the Massachusetts Bay Colony in 
1635. The eldest, Francis III, was 29 years old and married, and the youngest, 
Richard, was just ten years old. They had letters of introduction to John Winthrop, 
the governor of the Massachusetts Bay Colony and they were given grants of land 
to build homes and small farms in and around Salem, Massachusetts. This might 
have been because one of them was in the direct service of Governor John 
Winthrop. Whether they had relatives living near Boston is unknown. 
 
Their mother and her child both died in childbirth.  Her death may have been the 
impetus for their 59-year old father, along with two of his daughters, Sarah and 
Rebecca, to sail for the New Haven Colony in 1639, four years after the sons had 
sailed to the Boston area. He also carried letters of recommendation, addressed 
to John Winthrop Jr., son of Governor John Winthrop of the Massachusetts Bay 
Company, “in both of which he is highly recommended.”  
 
The father’s profession in England is not recorded but he must have been well 
regarded by the influential powers there to have letters of recommendation for 
both himself and his sons. He sailed with ordained minister Henry Whitfield and 

Rendering of the 1775 “Turtle” 
submarine invented by David 
Bushnell. (source: CT River Museum) 



other Puritans immigrating to Rev. John Davenport’s New Haven Colony, which 
had been established just a year earlier. It is reported that George Fenwick, 
recently appointed as the governor of the Saybrook Colony, advised the followers 
of Reverend Whitfield to settle on land located between New Haven and 
Saybrook where, coincidentally, Fenwick had extensive land holdings.  
 
Land was purchased from the 
Menunkatuck band of the 
Quinnipiac tribe and named 
Guilforde after the town in 
Surrey from which many of the 
immigrants had come.  Francis 
Bushnell’s signature was the 
third name on the Guilford 
Covenant in 1639. This was an 
agreement similar to the 
Mayflower Compact. The 
names were ordered according 
to the social rankings of the 
immigrants. He died 7 years  
later, having very little recorded about his life in                                                                     
Guilford.  But that was not the case with his son,                                                                   
Francis III, about whom much was recorded. 
 
Three of the five sons in Salem came down to Guilford at some date prior to their 
father’s death in 1646. These three sons were: Francis III, (1608-1681, 73 yrs.); 
William (1610-1683, 73 yrs.); and Richard, (1623-1660, 37 yrs.). Historians claim 
that it is from these three sons that all of the Saybrook-Westbrook-Guilford 
Bushnells are descended. All three sons are listed among the founders of the 
Saybrook Colony, yet they came down from Salem to first live in Guilford. 
 
Daughter Rebecca was living with her father in Guilford at his death and inherited 
his estate. She had married John Lord, son of Thomas Lord, one of the original 
settlers of Hartford. The other daughter, Sarah, later returned to England with her 
husband.   
 

Rev. Whitfield House, now a museum, 
is the oldest house in Connecticut and 
the oldest stone house in New England.  
Built for Rev. Whitfield in 1639 and one 
of four stone houses built in town for 
defense against Indian attacks. 



In 1648, while son Francis III was living in Guilford, he was asked to operate the 
local town mill, a significant town position.  His requirement was that he be 
exempt from Guilford militia duty, which he was.  About ten years later he moved 
to Saybrook where he had already acquired about 200 acres.  Records show he 
was asked to help build and operate the first town mill on the Oyster River.  He 
was apparently given additional farm acreage along the Oyster River as 
compensation.  He also became one of the leaders of Saybrook and was a deacon 
in the church. Historical records refer to him as Deacon Bushnell. 
 
The youngest son, Richard, with his wife and four children, moved to Norwalk, 
where he died at the early age of 37.   
 
Son William Bushnell was a lieutenant in the local Saybrook militia, under the 
command of Robert Chapman. William married Chapman’s sister, Rebecca. Land 
records show that William owned two acres of land next to Robert Chapman and 
George Fenwick in Saybrook. Historical records refer to him as Lt. Bushnell. 
William and Rebecca had eleven children. Their oldest son, Joshua Bushnell, built 
the farmhouse on the farm that Sherry and Herb Clark bought 322 years later. 
 
Bushnell land ownership  
Records list Deacon 
Francis Bushnell, “an 
artisan, millwright, and 
soldier;” Richard, “a 
carpenter, glazer and 
soldier;” and Lieutenant 
William, “a carpenter 
and soldier.” Being a 
soldier meant they were 
members of the local 
“Train Band,” or “Trained 
Band,” a common 
colonial militia unit 
formed to protect the colony                                                                                                 
against unfriendly Indians, in this case                                                                             
the Pequots, who were harassing the                                                                                                  
early settlers in Saybrook.   

“A March of the Train Band” 
Sarcastic pen & ink caricature of a local 

militia parade dated April 10, 1877 



Unlike the Pequots, the Quinnipiac, Hammonasset and Mohegan tribes became 
closely allied with the early Saybrook Colonists. They sold them property and 
peacefully coexisted with them in trade and barter.  After the Pequot War (1636-
1637) the chief of the Mohegan tribe granted several prominent “soldiers” such 
as Francis and William Bushnell, and Robert Chapman, thousands of acres of lands 
in and around Saybrook, Hebron and Norwich. Francis was also granted additional 
acreage in the Saybook Colony’s Oyster River quarter, also known as the West 
Parish of Saybrook, in consideration of his agreement to operate the settlement’s 
mill on the river. The Oyster River quarter was land extending from the Oyster 
River to approximately the Menunketesuck River, covering what is now mostly 
Westbrook. Said another way, it was land along the Boston Post Road from what 
is now the Old Saybrook McDonald’s to what is now the Clinton Country Club. 
 
The early Bushnells and their sons married into numerous local and prominent 
families and this substantially augmented the Bushnell family land ownership over 
the next several generations.  Bushnells are mentioned in the historical estate 
records of Chalker, Chapman, Brainard, Griswold, Hart, Lord, Leete, Ingham, 
Dudley, Hand, Kelsey, Shipman, Stannard, Clark (no relation to Sherry and Herb) 
and others.  Historical records document at least 14 Bushnell family farms and 
homes along the shoreline from Saybrook to Westbrook.  Records from the late 
1600s also show Bushnell family land holdings west as far as Norwalk, and north 
beyond Essex and across the river up through Hebron and Norwich.   
 
The Clark’s Bushnell Farm 
Joshua Bushnell Sr. (1644-
1709, 65 yrs.), built the 
farmhouse in 1678 on his 
“salt water farm” that the 
Clarks now own. That land 
was possibly part of the land 
granted to his father, Lt. 
William Bushnell, by the 
Mohegan chief in 1665, or 
land granted to his uncle, 
Deacon Francis Bushnell, for 
the operation of the mill on 
the Oyster River.   

Joshua Jr. later inherited the house in 1709. By 1740 
there were nine children residing, requiring 

enlarging the original house.  Shown above is the 
enlarged house after 1709. 
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Joshua and his wife Mary Seymour had three children and only one son, Joshua Jr. 
(1690-1778, 88yrs.).  Junior inherited his father’s house in 1709.  The original farm 
is thought to have extended from the shore of Long Island Sound, between what 
is now Chalker Beach and Chapman Point, up along what is now Chalker Beach 
Road, and across the old Indian path that ran along the shoreline, now the Boston 
Post Road. The size of the original farm is unknown. It very likely was in the 
vicinity of numerous other Bushnell farm properties located along the shoreline.  
It is even possible that it was contiguous to his uncle’s land which extended 
alongside the Oyster River.  What remains today is almost 25 acres of land, 
located between the Boston Post Road and the Shoreline Railroad tracks. Early 
colonial farms along the shoreline were usually small, 20-30 acre farms, so the 
existing property is perhaps close to the size of Joshua’s original land.  

Remarkably, the farm was occupied by a Bushnell family member for almost 200 
years. The original post and beam farmhouse, built in 1678, makes it among the 
five oldest houses in Connecticut. Bushnell ownership of the house and farm 
typically passed from father to son, once to a cousin, but always to Bushnell 
family members until the mid-1880s. Perhaps what is even more remarkable is 
that from the 1880s till the 1990s, the post-Bushnell, modern-day owners of the 
farm never tore down the original house and barns.  In fact they all worked to 
maintain the integrity of the farm, adding only 20th century conveniences such as 
electricity, indoor plumbing, kitchens and bathrooms. 

Acreage behind the farmhouse and barns, looking 
north toward the railroad track boundary 



Colonial farmers in the 1600s were a special breed of survivor/entrepreneur. 
While they all had special talents as craftsmen of some sort, they were all farmers 
out of necessity.  They fed themselves with what they raised on their farms, and 
bartered or sold what else they produced in order to survive in New England. 
They raised livestock to eat as well as sell or barter. They planted orchards, 
harvested seafood, grew vegetable and herb gardens and planted fields of wheat, 
rye, barley, flax, and corn. They processed the flax and sheep’s wool into linen or 
woolen blankets and sold or bartered the cloth or threads.  The wheat, rye and 
corn were ground at the local mill. They harvested apples for cider, the most 
popular of colonial beverages. They were also timber suppliers to local 
merchants, shipbuilders and saw mills and they often became blacksmiths, to 
fabricate tools and household implements.  It was not uncommon to do all of this 
on the same farm.  The 1678 Bushnell Farm is an example of just such a farm. 
 
Some of the Bushnell 
farmers were 
professional weavers.  
They processed both flax 
and wool. Children were 
taught to spin and weave 
at an early age. 
Processing flax and wool 
was almost mandatory 
for the survival of the 
early Colonists.                                  
In Massachusetts and 
possibly in Connecticut, 
farmers were required by 
law to plant at least one square rod of flax or hemp for their own use, and sheep 
were so necessary that they were not to be sold out of the colony.  A good 
weaver was in great demand, and many of them traveled from farm to farm 
where the family had stacked their home-spun yarn awaiting the weaver.  The 
women sewed most of their own linens, bedding and clothing for the family.  
Dresses, shirts and trousers were often made of linsey-woolsey, an uncomfortable 
coarse material of linen warp and wool weft.  Well-to-do merchants often 
imported finer materials such as velvets, damasks, silks and cotton, usually from 
London, but this was rare for the average colonial farmer. 

Bushnell Farm loom house 



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Brenda Milkofsky, farm curator and director of programming for the farm, 
describes the current farm as a rare example of Connecticut agriculture and 
enterprise in the pre-industrial age.  She points out that Joshua built the house 
just after the end of the King Philip’s War, which ended in 1676.  That is when 
even greater numbers of settlers began moving out of their more thickly settled 
villages to farm the local land. King Philip was the English title given to the Rhode 
Island Wampanoag chief.  
 
The buildings except for the blacksmith shop are on their original sites.  The barn 
dates from 1790 to 1810 with a later carriage house addition.  The loom house  
dates from approximately 1800, the General Store from 1790.  The 20th century 
tractors are sheltered in a shed designed from documented 19th century out-
buildings.  The corn crib was reconstructed 
from an 1879 frame. Representative period 
gardens are planted with corn, vegetables, 
herbs and flax.  An orchard has been 
replanted to assist in interpreting the 
importance of cider to early settlers. More 
recently, a bark-covered wigwam was built 
by “primitive reconstructionist” Jim Dana, 
to serve the interpretive goals of the farm’s 
educational programs.   

Processing flax into linen was time and labor intensive.  Planted in the spring and harvested in the 
summer, stalks were pulled by the roots, de-seeded (rippling), rotted under water for about a week 
(retted), dried and broken down in a press, (breaking) and then heavily scraped with a wooden knife 
(scutching), then pulled through nail-like spikes (hackling) for the final fiber separation.  Then the 
spinning could begin, and then the weaving into linen and bleaching for clothing, sheets, blankets. 

       harvesting                 drying, de-seeding                 breaking                         scutching 
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How the farm was purchased 
The Clarks knew about the farm property and Herb 
admired the fact that the previous owners of the farm 
had preserved the land and the various out buildings. 
Herb and Sherry at this time lived on their 1785 
Colonial-era farm in Essex. They appreciated the 
historic aspects of their own farm property, including 
cooking in the original stone fireplace and brick oven, 
experimenting with colonial-style, open-hearth 
cooking methods.   Owning the Bushnell farm was an 
extension of their respect and appreciation for 
colonial history and methods. 
 
Herb already owned the adjacent land just west of the 
farm, and was acquainted with the Oliphant family 
who then owned the farm. They had allowed some 
public tours of the farm house after they had moved 
to Old Lyme.  But in 1989, the Oliphants decided to 
sell the property to a development company for $1.3 
million dollars.  
 
Nothing but problems continued thereafter. The farm 
property sat empty and unattended for about a 
decade.  Development plans were complicated and 
ultimately thwarted by what many economists called 
“that slow-moving financial disaster,” better known as 
the Savings and Loan (S&L) Financial Crisis. The S&L 
crisis endured from the mid-1980s till the mid-1990s.  
From 1986 to 1995, the number of federally insured 
savings and loans in the United States declined from 
3,234 to 1,645, primarily due to unsound real estate 
lending. From 1989 till 1993, ownership of the 
property passed through several different 
development companies, all suffering from the more 
restrictive real estate lending practices. By the mid 
1990’s the Union Trust Company had taken ownership 
of the property from the developers. 



The plan of all the development companies was to build a major shopping center 
on the property, not unlike the nearby Westbrook Outlets shopping mall, or the 
Clinton Premium Outlets mall.  By the late 1990’s Herb Clark entered this real 
estate fray.  A family had bought the farm from Union Trust and was talking with 
the local Town Fair Tire franchise. Herb facilitated 
Town Fair obtaining a site farther up the Boston Post 
Road in Old Saybrook, (their current location).  He then 
obtained the option to buy and purchased the historic 
Bushnell property in 2000. 
 
By the time the Clarks acquired the farm it had been 
empty and neglected for a decade.  Herb began by 
restoring the buildings to their original forms by 
removing 20th century bathrooms and kitchens. Herb 
related, “Originally we thought it might become a farm 
museum of some sort.  And it just sort of grew from 
there.”  He already had a collection of antique farm 
machinery on his farm in Vermont, and moved much 
of it to the Saybrook property. Herb knew from probate                                                     
records that one of the early Bushnells was a blacksmith.  Herb found antique  
forge tools and equipment in North Madison and built a forge in the annex next 
to the barn. By this time Sherry said the farm was affectionately referred to as 
“Herb’s sandbox.”  More and more items continued to be added. 

 
As the collections grew, the Clarks decided to get 
some professional assistance.  They persuaded 
their friend Brenda Milkofsky, then Executive 
Director of the Connecticut River Museum, to be 
the curator of the farm and the director of 
educational programs for the farm.  Brenda started 
with a summer camp program for kids, which was a 
program of the Connecticut River Museum. Her job 
expanded over the years to include numerous 
public exhibitions and interpretations of early 
American farm life, like spinning wool and flax, 
sheep shearing, weaving, and cider making. 

Sherry and Herb receiving the 2016 
Old Saybrook Historical Society’s 
annual Achievement in Historical 

Preservation Award 

Brenda Milkofsky 



The barn is now filled with horse drawn agricultural 
equipment and the attached carriage house with 
sleighs, carriages and equipage.  Another building is 
filled with 19th century wares to create a village 
country store.  The Indian wigwam was constructed 
to help interpret the contact between the native 
inhabitants and the early settlers, and to encourage 
use of the site by scout groups. 

 
For the past 20 years the 
farm has been an 
extraordinary site where 
school groups and families 
can learn together about the 
agricultural heritage of 
colonial America.  The farm 
has hosted as many as 700 
visitors in a single year. 
Public programs often 
employ 10-12 demonstrators 
who assist in interpreting the 

everyday experiences of life in the pre-industrial past. The farm has also been 
opened to non-profit charity 
fundraisers, town historical 
celebrations, various local scout 
programs, even occasional weddings.  
 
Herb and Sherry never charge for use 
of the farm.  It has grown to what it is 
today through careful curatorial 
guidance and a continuing desire by 
Sherry and Herb to preserve and help 
instruct and educate interested 
visitors.  Herb asserted, “We always 
wanted to keep it low key, and to keep 
it local.”   
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The Clark’s Bushnell Farm 
is not a tax free non-profit. 
The Clarks pay almost 
$25,000 a year in property 
taxes on the private 
property. Yearly 
maintenance costs are 
more than $100,000.  
When asked recently what 
future plans they have for 
the farm property, Herb 
didn’t hesitate to say, “We 
are giving that a lot of 
thought, but we really 
haven’t decided yet.” 

Knowing Sherry and Herb, chances are excellent that whatever they decide to do 
with the farm, it will remain, “low key and local.” 
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