
THE EARLY YEARS OF GIANT'S NECK BEACH 

by Alberta L. Heise 

*On November 18, 1909 Walter, Clarence and Lawrence Brocket 
acquired the Giant's Neck Farm, land once owned by the Griswold family, 
from John L. Severance. In 1922 the Giant's Neck Farm became Giant's Neck 
Beach, the property being developed by James Jay Smith. During the first and 
second year of Giant's Neck Beach progress was very slow as the main shore 
road was under repair and construction, and it was almost impossible to drive 
to the beach. 

* From History of Giant's Neck Beach 1664-1923, pamphlet compiled by 
Gladys Lincoln Heise for Giant's Neck Beach Association in 1954. 

The following is not truly a history of Giant's Neck Beach, but more an 
account of my personal recollections of life as it was when my family built on 
Ridgewood Road in 1923. This includes input from some other old-time 
residents, Bob Alvord and Harriet Hoxie Lynch. 

Walter Brockett had a large Victorian home at the southern end of Point 
Road where Mrs. Harke now lives. A spark from the fireplace caused a fire 
which totally destroyed the house one windy day in 1939. The fire 
department was unable to get enough pressure to pump water from the pond. 
A long, gray barn like structure situated where the present sewer pump house 
is on Point Road was where the Clarence Brockett family lived. That 
building collapsed sometime in the early forties. 

Most of the early cottages were along the main waterfront. In 1923 
starting at the eastern end of the beach, were the summer homes of TenEyks 
(site now occupied by Dowling family) The TenEyk cottage was moved years 
later to the corner of South Lee and Niles Creek Road and is presently owned 
by the Kiscunas family. Next on the waterfront was the Macintosh cottage 
(now Shoemakers) owned by a family from Holyoke, Mass. Beyond the right 
of way was the Goodrich home, owned by a Portland, Conn, tobacco family. 



House and Geis are the present owners. The Johnson cottage, build a few 
years later than 1923 was owned by the Luces of Stafford Springs. The Dr. 
Lena cottage came next, and is still owned by a member of that family - Leon 
Calanquin, son of Virginia Lena Calanquin.  Beyond the next right of way was 
one of the many Clarence Brockett residences (now owned by Dasco's) then a 
cottage owned by a wealthy New Jersey family, the DuBois who also owned 
several lots on Ridgewood Road as well as on Griswold Island. This is now 
the home of Richie Lena. 

Near the waterfront along Giant's Neck Road in 1923 were the 
Walkinshaw cottage (now Baldwin and Kelland) the Smith's (Medley's) and 
the Chapmans (Sandy Barker). The Chapman Cottage was cleverly named 
The Plumb Tree because so many members of the Plumb family, which 
included the Chapman's, Jones' and the Cloughs, resided there or at another 
spot on the beach. 

A family named Gardiner lived where Purrington's now do. (We were 
always intrigued with the names of their three children - Athelia, Clytheria, 
and Tom.) 

A school superintendent named Garrison, from Willimantic was owner of 
the present Burgess cottage. The Vinton family owned the house on West 
Pattagansett Road across from Burgess. That was later the home of Caroline 
Ellis, widow of Dr. Ellis. A former missionaary in India, she participated in 
many beach activities and lived beyond her 100th birthday which was in 
1992. There were three cottages on Ridgewood Rd. in 1923, Zahn's (Mathis) 
on the corner of Niles Creek, Manees (since torn down, but on ledge where 
Silvers now live) and the Heise cottage. Liberatores on West Pattagansett 
belonged to the Geer family. A Miss Saunders, aunt of Bob Alvord owned 
the Brady residence. 

The waterfront appeared quite different in 1923. There was no retaining 
wall, just a high sandy bank overgrown with coarse beach grass. Wooden 
steps led down from a few of the cottages to a beautiful expanse of sandy 
beach. We have many more stones now in the swimming area due to erosion. 
Tall, almost impenetrable swamp reeds, cat-o-nine tails and beautiful pink 
marsh mallows grew at the foot of Ridgewood Road. There was really no 
beach there at all. The area seemed to be a good home for large black 
snakes. 



The main beach was excellent for swimming. As children only two things 
bothered us. One was "The Wreck." When the water was clear, the skeleton 
of an old barge could be seen underwater as we swam out in front of the 
Goodrich cottage. It was spooky. We swam fast. Next was the five to six 
foot wide swath of eel grass which extended east to west in about the present 
raft area. We became really tangled in that at low tide. Sometime, I believe 
in the thirties, this all disappeared, supposedly due to some disease which 
attacked all eel grass along the New England coast. Some of it has returned, 
but never to the extent it once was. We had no raft or float in the twenties, 
but there was an excellent diving board off the rock in mid-beach. We 
enjoyed swimming out to the rock and diving from this board, but the board 
was eventually sawed off.  It seems the rock was government property, 
therefore it was illegal to have anything erected on it. Our harbor was devoid 
of boats then with the exception of Walter Brockett's Caroline, the caretaker 
(Mr. Kloss's) small fishing boat and the DuBois beautiful yacht the Taralinta 
anchored in the channel off Brainard Island. Nobody even had rowboats with 
the exception of Walter Brockett who had a few he rented to people who 
wanted to go fishing. The Lena family was the envy of us all because they 
did have a rowboat with an outboard motor. As we entered the late twenties 
more boats began to appear. Paul Marte and Mr. Alvord wintered their boats 
on the bank in front of their West Pattagansett cottages. They ran them in 
and out of the water on railroad tracks. Eventually there was a need for 
docking space, and a private dock was built in that area. Many more years 
later a more extensive dock with rental slips was built at the foot of 
Ridgewood Road. 

Sometimes when we wanted to go out to Griswold Island for a dog-roast, 
Paul Brockett would get his uncle to lend us a rowboat, which he willingly 
did. At that time Griswold Island was uninhabited except for a fisherman, 
Fred Clark who had a small shack on the southern end of the island. Some of 
his lobster pots served as fuel for our dog roast fires! There were then a long 
series of fish nets that extended out fifty to one hundred feet from the island. 
The fishermen came regularly to check those nets. 

Brainard Island had people summering there - first the Brainards, later the 
Ryans. They reached the island via a rickety wooden cat walk that ran near 
the rail road through the swamp to the mouth of the creek, from which point 
they rowed out. Although in later years it was possible to walk to Brainard 
Island from Giant's Neck at low tide it was impossible to do so in the early 
twenties because of the channel that led in toward the mouth of the 
Pattagansett River. Although we were allowed to swim anywhere; we were 
always warned to stay away from the channel. This area, running along the 
western shores of the islands was dredged out yearly for many years, and the 



water was deep enough for fairly large boats to enter. 

Huge long clams were abundant in the creek muck, steamers in the sandy 
flats and quohaugs in all beach areas. Some oysters were to be found. Blue 
crabs from the creek were very large. Mussels and snails covered the rocks. 
My English Grandmother was extremely fond of mussels, and frequently 
gathered them to eat. As children we were embarrassed by this, and we made 
it a point not to "own" her when she did this. In our eyes and those of our 
friends mussels were good only for fish bait - and we knew of nobody who ate 
them. Starfish clung to some of the outer rocks. Fishing was good. Cunners 
or an occasional small black fish could be caught off  Brockett's dock - bigger 
ones from the breakwater, an area open to everyone in the twenties. There 
were a number of small fishing-house boats anchored on the inner side of the 
breakwater. There were Captain Green, Charlie Lester, and later Fritz who 
sold lobsters from his boat. Another large series of nets extending out from 
the rocks at the entrance to the breakwater provided the fisherman with a 
variety of fish. Fluke and blue fish were readily caught, and snapper blues 
near the railroad trestle. Once in the thirties when we were starting out on a 
predawn fishing trip, the harbor, in the vicinity of the dock was suddenly 
teeming with a school of twenty to thirty porpoises. We never knew what 
drove them so close to shore. It was a most unusual sight. We did not 
proceed with our fishing trip. A seal was once reported seen near Griswold 
Island - and years later a 13 foot shark near shore was shot by Mr. Lutzen. 
There must have been squid, because when they were children Walter 
Brockett paid Harriet Hoxie (Lynch) and Bob Alvord to clean bushel baskets 
of them. Every April crowds of people gathered on the beach where Bride 
Brook flowed into the sound to catch alewives, a kind of herring. Some were 
pickled and used for food. Others were caught and used for fertilizer. I 
understand that was the reason our former caretaker, Mr. Cable had such a 
thriving garden. 

Today we have ducks in the pond and many egrets and some herons in the 
swamp. This was not true in the twenties. What we did have and didn't 
appreciate until they were gone were the ospreys. They and their huge nest



built atop the utility poles were a common sight. One morning an osprey with 
a still lively fish in its grasp flew over our cottage and dropped the fish. We 
had fresh fish for breakfast that morning. We used to have a lot of Bob-
Whites whose calls would echo especially in the evening. We also had 
meadow larks, a bird I haven't seen in years. They nest on the ground. We 
once saved a nest of eggs by alerting the mowers who were clearing off the 
vacant lots, (that was when all open areas on beach property were mowed by 
horse -drawn mowers -1 suppose at the expense of Jas Jay Smith,) Gulls 
were common, also terns, but we didn't have the cormorants. Once we even 
had a flamingo. When this was reported to the newspaper, it was printed 
therein that probably there had been too many cocktail parties at Giant's Neck 
Beach! Of course, this truly distressed the teetotalers, my mother among 
them. It was later confirmed; we had really been visited by a flamingo-
obviously way out of its element. Many seabirds nested on the large area of 
rocks, beyond tile islands, near the tide buoy. I never could find out why, but 
this group of rocks has always been known as "The Onion Patch." 

Living at Giant's Neck in 1923 was quite primitive in many ways. Since 
we had no electricity for the first year or so, we used oil lamps. For cooking 
we had a three burner oil stove, also a big iron coal burning stove. The latter 
was great for heating up the cottage in cool weather, since our only source of 
heat was the fireplace and some sort of portable kerosene heater which could 
be carried from room to room. Since we had no water heater, hot water had 
to be obtained from tea kettles heated on the stove. Our shower was an 
outdoor cold water shower. (We preferred swimming.) Although many 
residents had their own wells and pumps, we did have a beach water system. 
There was a pump house up near Arcadia Road. The water was safe to drink, 
but tasted terrible. It was hard water, and it was impossible to get any suds in 
it. Washing dishes or doing laundry was a chore. We kept a rain barrel for 
collecting softer water for laundry, washing hair, etc. Bob Alvord remembers 
a pump on the bank leading down to the dock off West Pattagansett Road. 
From this they obtained excellent fresh water. It was a number of years 
before we went onto the town water system. —Very welcome. 

Our beach roads were all unpaved dirt roads, with of course very little 
traffic. There were no helmeted children cruising around on colorful bikes, 
and no ice-cream man making the rounds. We did have some house 
deliveries. There was the Bond Bread Man. We hung a green card in our 
window to let him know we wanted him to stop. A red card alerted Haven's 
ice company to stop and deliver ice, usually a twenty five cent block. (We 
had iceboxes then.) If you ran out of ice you could pick some up at Havens 



Ice House, a long gray building located then on Hope Street in Niantic, 
across from Niantic Lumber Company. Initially milk deliveries were not 
made beyond Brockett's point, so we had to walk down there to obtain ours. 
Later a jolly red-haired Mrs. Luce rode around in a big open touring car 
delivering milk. Pete Mitchell's father drove around selling fruits and 
vegetables from a sort of open station wagon. We seldom bought any; my 
mother thought his prices too high. Whatever else we needed we shopped for 
week-ends when my father came down with the car. (Few or no two car 
families then.) We shopped at the A & P in Niantic (located about where the 
theater is now.) You handed a list of your needs to the manager, a Mr. Goss, 
who then retrieved the desired items from his stock, bagged them, and ran up 
the bill on his cash register. In 1923 -1924 there was a store on the beach, 
located on the site of the house now owned by the Giant's Neck Beach 
Association. (That original building burned down) The store was run by 
Roger Porter and his twin brother from Hebron. It did come in handy for a 
few sundries, but was not well stocked. Later the store was taken over briefly 
by Bill Brockett. Eventually it became the residence of Caretaker Adam 
Fensley. 

There was no rubbish collection in the early years at Giant's Neck Beach. 
We burned and we buried. At the foot of our lot, abutting the swamp, we had 
for a while a very efficient "Garbage Gobbler."   A hole was dug there, and 
some underground water action seemed to suck things down underground. We 
later had a man who kept pigs who came around calling, "Do you want your 
gabbage tooken?" For cans and bottles and other larger items there was an 
area, now well overgrown, where we could dump near the end of Fairhaven 
Road on the north side of Route 156. I feel sure that's where our old ice-box, 
oil lamps and broken down furnishings repose. 

We did have R.F.D. of mail. A Mr. Hunt from the Bride Brook Tea Room 
came once a day in his model T.Ford. We could buy stamps directly from 
him. We always eagerly looked forward to his arrival, hoping to get mail from 
our friends who enjoyed addressing letters to "Giant's Neck-Do they?" (The 
Bride Brook Tea Room and home of the Hunt's no longer exists. The Triple 
A Motor Lodge now occupies that site.) 

At the corner of Giant's Neck Road and Route 156 next to the Thomas Lee 
House is a house that was once owned by a Mrs. Bowen. She made baked 
beans and wonderful pies for sale. We always stopped to buy something 
when we came to the shore week-ends. The story was that Mrs. Bowen was 
trying to earn money so she could get a divorce from her husband. Farther 



down Giant's Neck road was an old, small neat white house occupied by an 
elderly civil war veteran, Dan McGee. He always had the American Flag 
flying from the pole in front of his home, something we always looked for as 
we rode by. When the state bought all that land for Rocky Neck State Park, 
his home was torn down. On Giant's Neck Road near the present Griswold 

Drive there was, until perhaps 1925, a salt box house, similar to the Thomas 
Lee House, dating back to the Griswold family who had originally owned all 
of Giant's Neck Farm. This was owned by the Brockett Family but 
mysteriously burned down one winter. Before the opening of Giants Neck 
Heights some peach and apple trees still remained there. There was no 
Rocky Neck State Park until 193 ?, just a beautiful expense of sandy beach 
at the eastern end of which stood, near a breakwater, a huge long gray fish 
factory. This is where menhaden were processed into glue, and guano into 
fertilizer. 

Bride Brook Road, prior to the twenties was the route of a trolley line that 
extended from Niantic to Point O'Woods. Some of the old supports and 
pilings which supported the rails through the swamp area can still be seen 
there east of the Brooks Heise and the Green residences. 

There were no special recreational activities for children at this time. 
Beaching, swimming and kite flying were about it. A Mr. & Mrs. Punderford 
who occupied the former Russell cottage, supplied fireworks which were set 
off from Brockett's point on the Fourth. Once a sky rocket went astray, and 
set off all the fireworks at once - sending us running frantically for cover. 
Later individual contributions from beach residents went toward the purchase 
of fireworks for all to enjoy. Later the children's Fourth of July parade 
became a favorite annual event. Awards were given for creative costumes. 
Early on there were treasure or scavenger hunts. I recall how excited one 
youngster was when she located one item on her list, an old shoe button, 
amongst the odds and ends in the drawer of our treadle sewing machine. 
Then there were the popular float and popcorn parties to be enjoyed at the 
Hugh & Jean Lena's. In the late thirties some carnivals were held at 
Brockett's barn, with the children playing pitch pennies, ring toss, etc. The 
area between Lake Shore Drive and South Lee Road was mostly vacant for a 
number of years. This is where some of the Giant Neckers set up a five hole 
golf course. On Sundays fathers and sons played soft ball or football in the 
lots between Griswold and South Lee Roads. In the forties the soft ball teams 
played teams at Crescent Beach, Black Point or Hawks Nest beaches. When 
"Flipper" Evans opened a small store on Giant's Neck road some of the 
teenagers "hung out" there, listening to Flipper play the bones. Actually many 



of the younger set felt that our beach was not very exciting - a "Dead beach." 
There was Sound View if one had a way of getting there, also the Crescent 
ballroom. The G.N.B. Tennis Court was completed in 1929, and the Club 
House was opened in 1950. In 1952 the first paid recreational program for 
youngsters started at the Club House under the direction of Bob Alvord, 
assisted by Avery Russell Morgan. Swimming instructing was given, and 
there were craft classes and other activities. Nineteen women organized and 
were members of the Pattagansett Club, Inc. which met in the twenties for 
bridge games, teas and other social activities. 

Every summer it was the custom of the National Guard from Niantic to 
demonstrate their sharp shooting prowess by aiming at a target placed in the 
water beyond Brockett's Point near Blackboys group of rocks. Emil Kloss, 
the caretaker, who lived at 39 Brockett Road where the Moore's later lived 
had the honor of hauling the target, behind his fishing boat, to the designated 
location. Because we enjoyed observing this activity we once had the 
unexpected pleasure of seeing then Governor Trumbull and his entourage 
disembark from their boat at Brockett's dock in order to view the target 
practice. 

The September 1938 hurricane did a lot of damage. Boats were smashed, 
many trees were blown down and many homes on the waterfront suffered 
from the raging waves. Schroeder's (currently Tramontozzi's) was especially 
hard hit. A huge wave washed through the cottage and tossed many 
furnishings up at the foot of Ridgewood Road. Mr. Alvord, traveling in his 
car on the section between the beach and the pond had his car swept off into 
the duck pond. He had fortunately already exited from his car! Brooks Heise 
and his father had just finished building a snipe sailboat and put it into the 
water about a week before the hurricane. They felt sure all was lost, but after 
much searching they located the snipe, its hull totally wrapped in seaweed, up 
the Pattagansett River by the railroad trestle. Remarkedly it had no damage 
other then a broken mast. Griswold Island was practically denuded of trees. 
Dewey Cavanaugh who had a small camp on the island was there to 
experience the hurricane. It was so bad that he left the island, never to return.   

In the early twenties there were many freight trains on the railroad tracks -
all with coal burning steam engines. One of our pastimes was counting the 
number of freight cars, then waving to the man in the caboose. Sometimes we 
counted as many as eighty cars. We found long freights very helpful when 
we had overstayed our evening curfew. We were able to run into the cottage, 
up the stairs and into bed without being heard over the rumbling noise of the 



long freights. 

For many years the wooded land north of the rail tracks, belonging to 
Clarence Brockett, had not been sold off for building lots. It was unspoiled, 
with deer, many uncommon wild flowers and a fresh water brook. Men who 
"rode the rails," hoboes, as we referred to them, had selected a convenient spot 
there, north of the railroad trestle, and made a little encampment for 
themselves. They hung pots and pans on the trees, had made a place for 
cooking over an open fire, and used this as a rest stop. We never actually saw 
any of the hoboes, but we did keep them supplied from time to time with 
kitchen implements. Being so close to the hobo camp we always suspected it 
was they who broke into our cottage every winter for a while. They never did 
any damage beyond breaking in a door, and seemed to take only things that 
might be useful to a hobo —a corduroy man's jacket, candles, some books 
and a can of coffee. 

Adam Fensley was one of our early caretakers. During World War II 
Adam had an unusual experience. Knowing that Griswold Island was 
uninhabited at the time, and seeing smoke coming from there he decided to 
investigate. Leaving his wife, Euphemia on shore he set out with his dog and 
his gun, by boat. As he neared the island, a shot rang out from there and he 
saw two men in green uniforms climbing on to a rubber raft. He returned the 
gunfire, thinking he had hit one of the men. Meanwhile his wife had hurried 
off to notify the State Police. Although the raft was found abandoned later in 
the swamp, no trace of the men was found. It was assumed they had arrived 
on the island from a German submarine that had entered the sound. It was 
later concluded that the two men were secreted and protected by Willie 
Colpaugh who lived on Black Point Road. Colpaugh was later sentenced to 
life imprisonment as a Nazi Spy. A military commission believed the spies 
had intended to sabotage U. S. Defense Industries on the east coast. 

Starting with a very few cottages in 1923 Giant's Neck Beach has grown to 
many elaborate year round homes and the winterizing or remodeling of some 
of the early cottages. 

Quoting from an article written in 1892 - "yet on all the varied and 
beautiful shore between the mouth of the River and New London, there is no 
spot so beautiful and picturesque as Giant's Neck." 

The Giant's Neck Farm area was once the summer campground of the 
Nehantic Indians. Some artifacts dating from their existence have been and 



continue to be found. A mortar and pestle were found on Ridgewood Road, a 
few celts, pot stones, pottery shards and many quartz arrowheads. I 
understand our former caretaker, Leland Cable had an excellent collection of 
arrowheads. Behind the Heise cottage, while transplanting a small tree, 
Brooks Heise found a beautiful celt with an edge so exquisitely carved and 
shaped it resembles metal. Although not of stone from this area, it has been 
identified as an Indian tool. To me it more closely resembles a Viking 
implement seen in a Viking Museum in Denmark. The New London Day 
once had an article stating that there was evidence of the Vikings having been 
on Fishers' Island. If so, might they not have ventured here? It's something to 
contemplate. 
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