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Next Meeting:  
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 Bring your own arti-

fact to the meeting 

to either display 

and/or present at 

the meeting for all to 
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Last Issue’s  
Mystery Photo:   

Carol Johnson Collins 

O ur Duxbury Historical Society will convene on Tuesday, May 21st, in the li-

brary at Crossett Brook Middle School at 7 pm. After our normal business meeting, 

the program will consist of an array of artifacts that depict our community's past. We 

welcome and hope that our members and guests will contribute to this showing with 

an artifact of their own for the evening. These can be displayed and/or explained how 

they all have contributed to our community's history. Since there is a lot of infor-

mation and past out there, this will be a good opportunity to both exhibit your treas-

ure and allow the public to view these attractions. We will allow time for fellowship 

and refreshments, so please come and enjoy the evening. If you have questions, call 

Donnie Welch, 244-7558. 

Plant and Flower Sale 
 

O ur Duxbury Historical Society is once again holding a spring 

plant and flower fundraising sale for our members and friends. 

These plants will be supplied from Claussen's in Colchester. 

     All orders need to be completed and returned to us by May 

15. Plants will be delivered during the week of May 20, and we 

will plan on delivery (or your pick up) on the 

same day. 

     Your options will consist of herbs,  

perennials and annuals of different colors, 
plus annual flats.  

     This will be a great chance to get your 

favorites conveniently and before Memorial 

Day while helping your local historical socie-

ty. For price list, pictures, and questions 

please see or call Mame McKee at  

802-793-7182, or Kelly at 244-5627, or 

Donnie at 244-7558. 

 



  

P a g e  2  U n d e r  t h e  H u m p  

 

S o c i e t y  B u s i n e s s  

Archival/Preservation Committee Report 
 

Members: Eulie Costello, Lori Morse, Bonnie Morse, Mark Morse 

 Catalogued latest artifact donations & continue to review/update existing documents to ensure they are properly identi-

fied and stored. 

 Family genealogy files for families whose last names begin with L, M, N, O, have been transcribed and placed in the ar-

chival files. Transcribing continues as time permits with a goal to have all families completed by 2020.  

 We are always looking for Duxbury family photos to add to our collection. Please contact us and we can scan them in 

and return the original to you if you wish. Today’s photo is tomorrow’s history! 

D u x b u r y  H i s t o r i c a l  S o c i e t y ,  I n c .  

 

Donated Artifacts/Documents/Ephemera  
 

[Bob Morse]  

 Cemetery Inscription Manuals for all cemeteries in Duxbury, Waterbury, Moretown, Middlesex, and Worcester.  

 Framed Photo of Mary (Stewart) Morse 

 Framed Photo of Sawmill on Crossett Hill with employees 

 Scrapbook of newspaper articles related to Duxbury & Waterbury families – compiled by Lonie Morse. 

 1858 Wallings Map of Washington County. 

 

[Brian Lindner] 

 1911 Report of Vermont RR Commissioners and Waterbury Record article regarding an accident in Duxbury while mov-

ing a building which hit some wires and injured some workers slightly. 

 
[Don Welch] 

 Newspaper & Photo account of fatal vehicle accident at the Dowsville bridge in South Duxbury which occurred during the 

1938 Hurricane. 

 

 

 

Call for Submissions! 
 

The newsletter committee is welcome to submissions and eager to hear from you!  
We would love for you to submit a story, poem, historical piece, photos, etc,  

that we could place in the newsletter for everyone to enjoy.  

This is your newsletter—what would you like to see in it?  

Do you have a story or poem about living in Duxbury or  

about a Duxbury resident who is special to you?  

Did you write a poem or take photos when you  

made it to the top of Camel’s Hump?  

Do you have any historic photos of people, buildings,  
machinery, etc, that you would like to share?  

These are just a few ideas—we welcome any and all submissions.  

Please share your materials with a newsletter member (see names on back page)  

and we will place it in the next available issue.  

Thank you in advance for your generosity! 

 

Monetary Donations 
   

 
James Hanley               *               Ben Smith              *               Bob Magee  
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Town Meeting 2019 — Thank You! 
 

O ur Duxbury Historical Society would like to thank all those  

involved with making  the Town Meeting luncheon a success. 

This could not be done without the generous donations and effort 

by all. Our proceeds for the day totaled $417. Town meetings would 

not be complete without the fellowship around these luncheons.  

Thank you all!   
  

~Duxbury Historical Society Food Committee 

DAR Marking Graves of Two Revolutionary Soldiers in Duxbury 
 

     Skip Flanders is working with the local Chapter of the Daughters of the American Revolution 

(DAR), to place markers on the graves of two revolutionary war soldiers buried in Graves Cemetery in 

North Duxbury. The two soldiers are Benjamin Davis and Samuel Ridley. Both men were early set-

tlers in North Duxbury and were close neighbors. 

     Benjamin Davis was born in Newton, NH, in 1754 and was living in Moorestown (now Bradford, 

VT) at the time of the revolution. He served on a number of scouts from Bradford and went to the 

Battle of Saratoga in September 1777, serving from September 23 until October 27 and traveling 

270 miles. Benjamin settled in Duxbury with his family in 1793 on the home site more recently Rus-

sell Davis – Howard Kennedy –  Donald Chapman. Benjamin died in 1830. 

     Samuel Ridley was born in London, England, in 1752 and was pressed into service for the British 

Army. He deserted in spring of 1777 and enlisted in the third Maryland Regiment for three years. He 

was a corporal and at the end of his term of service he re-enlisted in the same command. He was 

taken prisoner at Gates defeat, wounded in the ankle at the battle of Camden, was in the battle of 

Brandywine, Germantown and Monmouth, NJ. He settled in Richmond and moved to Duxbury at the 

mouth of Ridley Brook after 1797. Samuel died in 1842 at 90 years old. 

     Application is being made to have the DAR conduct the ceremony and place markers on the 

graves of both Benjamin and Samuel to recognize their service to their country. The process takes 

about 6 months and we are hoping to schedule placement in October. The public is invited to at-

tend. The descendants of Benjamin and Samuel are paying for the markers. Anyone who would like 

more information may contact Skip Flanders at wtbskip@comcast.net or call at 802-244-5529. We 

would especially like to hear from any descendants of Benjamin Davis or Samuel Ridley. 
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    By Skip Flanders  

 

     There are very few people today who can remember 

the September 1938 hurricane that hit New England 

including Vermont. This was before they gave hurricanes 

names and is simply referred to as “The Thirty Eight.” 

This storm struck Long Island at about 2 pm on Septem-

ber 21 with sustained wind speeds of 120 mph. There 

was very little warning of the storm because the limited 

technology for weather forecasting. The storm moved 

northward at the speed of 47 mph up the Connecticut 

River. 

     The storm followed the path shown below and en-

tered Vermont at 6:00 pm, reaching Burlington at about 

8 pm and into Quebec at about 10 pm. The storm left a 

path of destruction with 650 people dead and $308 

million in damages which is the equivalent of $5.1 bil-

lion in today’s dollars. Four thousand five hundred hous-

es and buildings were destroyed, 25,000 homes dam-

aged, 26,000 cars destroyed, and 20,000 electric poles 

toppled. One of the largest resources destroyed was the 

forest with an estimated two billion trees destroyed. 

     Vermont farms suffered major loss of the corn har-

vest and almost complete loss of the apple crop being 

blown off the tree. There was great damage to sugar 

orchards because the leaves were still on the trees 

which were subject to the high winds. If the storm had 

occurred after the leaves had come off, the damage 

would have been far less. There was severe wind and 

water damage in Waterbury and Duxbury. In Waterbury 

the water flooded houses on Randall Street and the 

wind blew down many huge elms and maple trees on 

every street. Water was over the road on Winooski 

Street at the GMP substation and washed out the road. 

The two-year-old 432 foot WDEV Radio tower was blown 

down during the storm.  

     In Duxbury the roads were damaged. The Scrabble 

Hill Road that leads to Camel’s Hump was hardly recog-

nizable. Work had begun on a new detour for the pre-

sent.  

     There were seven deaths in Vermont attributed to the 

storm and one of those deaths occurred in South 

Duxbury. This article is about the death of Elliott J. Pirie 

of Barre, VT, by drowning in Dowsville Brook in South 

Duxbury on the evening of September 21, 1938. The 

information is taken from newspaper articles. 

     A party of seven men had eaten supper at the camp 

of James K. Pirie on the evening of September 21, 1938 

after the hurricane had struck Vermont at 6 pm. The 

men were on their way home to Barre in two cars. The 

men had been informed that the road between More-

town and Waterbury was blocked. The men then decid-
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ed to go over the so-called Hill Road to Waterbury. As 

the first car approached the Dowsville Brook bridge near 

the old Cemetery by the Alice and Eldon DeLong house, 

the water was over the bridge. The old covered bridge 

had been replaced by a new concrete bridge two years 

before.  

     On the other end of the bridge, the water appeared to 

be merely a surface puddle. The time was about 8:30 at 

night. The first car proceeded to cross the bridge. As the 

car reached the end of the bridge, it plunged into 10 

feet of water where the water had washed out the road 

around the abutment. Three occupants were able to get 

out of the car and reach land: James Pirie (Elliott’s fa-

ther), Edwin Keast, and Charles Olliver. The missing 

man was Elliott J. Pirie. Some thought they heard Elliott 

call but did not know what he had said.  

     The three men were injured but made their way to 

the home of a farmer who took them to Waterbury. They 

thought it possible that Elliott made his way back to the 

other side of the stream and went back to the second 

car which did not cross. The passengers in the second 

car were Frank Small, Waldron Shields, Harold Bancroft, 

and James Wilson. The passengers spent the night at 

the home of a farmer named Sterling and then returned 

to Barre the next afternoon unaware of the accident. 

     When it was learned that Elliott was not with them, a 

search was started at the scene for him. His body was 

not immediately found.  

     The search for the body of Elliott began immediately 

but to no avail. There were many volunteers in the 

Washed out bridge at Dowsville with temporary bridge installed.  
The new bridge at Dowsville Brook after the 1938           

hurricane where Elliott J. Pirie drowned. 

 

Elliott J. Pirie 
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search including members of the American Legion from 

Waterbury and Stowe, and Barre firemen searched the 

river with grapple hooks.  

     During the searches they found many of Elliott’s 

clothes including his pants with his watch in the pocket 

which stopped at 8:40. All of his clothing was found ex-

cept for one shoe. 

     On October 10, a power shovel was brought in to exca-

vate the Dowsville Brook from the point of the accident to 

the Mad River. One hundred volunteers assisted in the 

search. No body was found. 

     On October 21, a memorial service was held for Elliott 

J. Pirie in Barre with 400 family and friends in attendance. 

His death certificate was signed by Howard Kennedy with 

cause of death likely drowning and body unrecovered. 

Elliott was 38 years old and worked as the foreman at his 

father’s granite quarry in Barre (now the Rock of Ages 

Quarry). His death left a wife and three children ages 15, 

13, and 7.  

     On May 29, 1939, Elliott’s body was discovered about 

a mile downstream from the bridge where the accident 

occurred. His body was buried in the sand about 30 feet 

from the bed of the stream. His body was discovered by 

Henry Wehner, an employee of Arthur Coffrin of the More-

town-Waitsfield Road.   

     A committal service was held on Memorial Day for El-

liott J. Pirie in Barre with burial in Elmwood Cemetery. This 

ended one of the most intensive searches for a body in 

this vicinity.  
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     From Egypt to Vermont 

Wanda Johnson’s Transoceanic Love Story 
 

By Tom Brown 
    

     The story of 104-year-old Wanda Fortunée Meriems Johnson, 
who lives in Duxbury, reads like a Hollywood love story—think 

Titanic without the iceberg. 
     It began 80 years ago in Heliopolis, Egypt, when Wanda decid-

ed to join a group of young people bound for the 1939 New York 
World’s Fair. Her parents, Jews whose family fled persecution in 

Europe, were reluctant to let her go, especially with Hitler’s storm 
clouds closing over Europe. She convinced them, however, and 

the fair was spectacular, including the debut of a new-fangled 
device called “television,” which enthralled the fair’s 44 million 

visitors. But it was the return voyage that changed her life forever 
and led her to Vermont 

     Four days before the ship docked in Alexandria, Egypt, Wanda 
met Robert Lincoln Johnson, an intellectual New Englander who 

was headed to Beirut to teach philosophy, psychology, and sociol-
ogy in the American University there. Before they disembarked 

Bob proposed to the rather independent Wanda, her second pro-

posal of the trip. She turned down both suitors but agreed to cor-
respond with Bob in the proper courting style of the day. 

     “We wrote letters to each other on a daily basis, long letters 
telling all these thoughts and feelings,” she recalled in a firm, 

accented voice. “After two years of writing each other, the Ameri-
cans were going to enter the war, and young men were asked to 

go back to United States and, of course, by that time, I believed 
he was the kind of person I would want to marry.” 

     The couple eloped, marrying at the U.S. Embassy in Cairo, and 
after returning to New York, the newlyweds settled on a farm in 

southern Vermont. 
 

From Heliopolis to Duxbury 
     The journey of a Jewish girl from Egypt to Duxbury, Vermont, 

serves as a reminder of the evils of racist pogroms from the 19th 
century to Hitler’s rise, and at the same time, highlights the op-

portunities and freedom represented by migration to America.  
     Wanda’s parents, an Italian-speaking Austrian mother and 

Russian-Romanian father, left Austria around 1895 when anti-
Jewish sentiment started to rise. They settled in Russia, but once 

again hatred made life untenable. They emigrated to Turkey be-
fore settling in Heliopolis, now a part of sprawling Cairo. 

     Wanda was educated in Egypt’s French schools, where her 
love affair for that language led to an 18-year career teaching 

French in Vermont and Massachusetts. But knowing English was 
the key to finding work in 1930s Egypt, so she attended the Amer-

ican University in Cairo. “I had to learn English to be a typist,” she 
said. “I worked for an English company as a secretary for a ciga-

rette factory.” She later worked for Warner Brothers Studios in 

Cairo, where her knowledge of French, English, Italian, Arabic, 
and Hebrew was  invaluable. 

     After leaving Egypt in 1941, the couple owned farms in West 
Townsend and Grafton before settling on a 550-acre farm in West 

Brattleboro, where they raised 10,000 chickens, 350 sheep, and 

three children: Colman “Cordy” Johnson, Robert L. “Bobby” John-
son Jr., and Carol “Curley” Johnson Collins. 

     Wanda is quick to admit that farming was not her thing, and 
two brain hemorrhages suffered by young Cordy kept her occu-

pied. But as soon as the kids were old enough, she went back to 
her love of French. While teaching in Brattleboro she earned an 

undergraduate degree from Keene State College in New Hamp-
shire and a master’s from Smith College in Massachusetts. 

 
Un Amour des Livres 

     With the children heading off to college, farming became un-
sustainable for Bob, who relied on their labor. He recognized the 

rise of industrial chicken farms in the Midwest, and knew he 
couldn’t compete. Seeking to combine their mutual interests the 

couple found an ad for a bookstore in the heart of Harvard 
Square in Cambridge, Massachusetts, and in 1965 Bob launched 

The BookCase—a 28-year fixture selling used books to future law-
yers, doctors, and dreamers, while Wanda taught French in Bos-

ton regional high schools. 
     In 1993, Harvard University refused to renew the lease for The 

BookCase store, which was already costing $7,000 a month. 
Then 80, and having suffered a recent fall, Bob needed to retire 

and return to the rural sanctity of Vermont, where their children 
still lived. Wanda couldn’t completely divest, however, and kept 

3,000 of her beloved French language books, eventually donating 
1,000 to Keene State. 

     “I like the French books,” she said with a twinkle in her eye. 
“And I like to have a library of French literature. It was a very 

strong part of my life.” 

     Fortunately for the couple, their son-in-law, Fred Collins, is a 
master woodworker who designed, and with the family, built a 

beautiful round house for them across the road from Fred and 
Carol’s place in South Duxbury, where they could enjoy their six 

grandchildren and four  great-grandchildren. Bob passed away in 
1995 at age 82. 

     At 104, Wanda still lives in the house and is helped daily by 
Carol, Fred, Cordy, Carol’s son Seth, and other caregivers. She is 

grateful for Meals on Wheels, although the food doesn’t always 
suit her, she says. Three local folks—Pam Perry, Sharon Turner, 

and Suzy Markowitt—are a big help to Carol with her daily care.  
     Wanda isn’t sure about the secret to her longevity. She said 

she used to smoke but stopped when the dangers became more 
well-known, “thanks to my daughter.”  

     “Maybe this is why I have lived so long,” she said while holding 
her mezuzah. “I held this, every night before I went to sleep, and I 

thanked God!” The mezuzah is often found in the doorways of 
Jewish homes and contains bits of parchment with verses from 

the Torah. 
     Whatever the reason, Wanda Fortunée Meriems Johnson has 

lived a long and meaningful love story worthy of Titanic’s Jack and 
Rose. 

 
********** 

The following article is reprinted with permission from The Montpelier Bridge, www.montpelierbridge.com.  

The Duxbury Historical Society thanks Mike Dunphy, Editor-in-Chief, and Tom Brown, Managing Editor, for granting permission.   

Citation: Brown, Tom. From Egypt to Vermont. Wanda Johnson’s 
Transoceanic Love Story. The Montpelier Bridge. March 20-April 

2, 2019:7.  
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