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Events 
2008 Sunset Lake 
Ice-Out Contest, 
See enclosed raffle 
ticket sheet. 
 
2008 Vermont 
History Expo,    
June 21 & 22, 
Tunbridge World’s 
Fairgrounds 
 
Ice Cream Social & 
Antique Auto 
Display, 
July 2008 (details to 
be provided in the 
next newsletter). 
 
Annual Meeting & 
Potluck Supper, 
October 2008 
(details to be 
provided in the next 
newsletter). 
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In many respects, Brookfield, Vermont, is
not unlike many another Green Mountain
townships.  The visitor will find a stately
white church with a finger-like steeple, a
century-old schoolhouse, and a score of
plain, but comfortable, dwellings, nestled
near the shore of a long narrow pond.
Back on the hill, overlooking this scene of
serenity, are the farms, big and small,
which form the “backbone” of any rural
community. 

But despite its conformity to a die-cut
pattern for Vermont villages, Brookfield
does boast a unique distinction – one that
no other town anywhere can rival.  For in
all the United States there is only one
bridge that floats, and that is in Brookfield. 

In early days, folks living on the west side
of town were obliged to reach the village by
a roundabout journey, occasioned by the
presence of long “Sunset Lake.”  During
the winter, however, teams drawing logs to
the milk or cream to the milk plant, crossed
over on the ice.  With the arrival of spring,
travelers were loathe to give up the short-
cut.  When one David Belknap chanced the
breaking ice and was drowned, townsfolk
began to take cognizance of the need for a
roadway across the body of water that
would be safe and usable all year round. 

But efforts to bridge the shimmering pond
were hampered because the water was
much too broad to cross with a single span
and its deep muddy bottom made it
impossible to drive the necessary piles. 

About 1819 a group of villagers built a
crude log bridge over the ice, constructing
it somewhat like a long raft in the hope that
it could be used as a pontoon bridge after
the ice melted.  This private enterprise
surprised even its sponsors and served its
purpose quite well.  A few years later,
townspeople voted to take it over as part of
the town highway system. 

The Bridge That Floats by Wes Herwig (1949) 

Crossing the pond on this first span was
apparently quite an experience, if not an
ordeal.  A heavy team and load would
cause the logs to settle a few inches
beneath the water, especially after the
wood had become water-logged.  When
one raft rotted out, another set of logs was
place above it, followed by other tiers with
the passing years. 

By 1884 it was evident that extensive
repairs would be needed to keep the log
bridge in use.  One disinterested faction of
the citizenry, person who had little
occasion to cross the pond, advocated that
the bridge be thrown up in favor of the road
around the water. At a town meeting which
nearly ended in fisticuffs, the bridge was
upheld, but for years afterward town
politics saw “road men” and “bridge men”
bitter rivals. 

When the repairs were under way, Orlando
Ralph, an on-looking villager, suggested
that the bridge might be made more
buoyant if empty kerosene barrels were
placed beneath its floor.  The idea worked
and from that time on Brookfield’s bridge
has floated on barrels.  In 1913 the fifth
bridge, employing 200 barrels, was built. 

The present floating bridge was built in
1935-36 with the town and state sharing
the cost, as the opening of Allis State Park
on Brookfield’s Bear Hill in 1931 routed
much tourist traffic over the span.  The
bridge is 320 feet over all with hinged
ramps at either end to allow for the rise and
fall of the pond level.  It floats on 380 tar-
dipped barrels anchored by heavy cable
chains.  All underwater timbers are
creosoted. 

(Continued on page 4) 



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Brookfield Historical Society News

Dear Reader, 
      
As I take over as the new president of the Brookfield
Historical Society, I would like to thank exiting president,
Gary Lord, for his support and guidance, his leadership
and especially for his years of service to the Society and
Brookfield.  Gary has been the president for nine years
and during that time he has been instrumental in keeping
the organization vibrant, active, stable and productive.
The good news is that as Gary leaves, he is not going
far.  He has assured me that as he steps down from his
previous role, he looks forward to remaining an
interested and active member of the Board of Trustees.
Thank you Gary! 
 
It is the mission of the Brookfield Historical Society to
collect and preserve, exhibit and interpret artifacts,
research and identify, and publish materials which relate
to the events and peoples that came before us; and, to
do this in a way that educates and informs the
community.  This mission is an expensive one and with
the current value of the Historical Society’s endowment
at about $20,800, the interest earned from it on an
annual basis falls far short of what is required to pay for
utilities, insurance and the ongoing maintenance of the
Marvin Newton House, the center piece of the Historical
Society’s collection.  Covering this shortfall and the
additional costs associated with the funding of exhibits,
conservation of collections, printing, and other activities
must be acquired from a variety of sources.  This is why
membership fees, annual donations, income from
calendar sales, and receipts from events such as the
Ice-Out Contest are so important.  Your continued
support will help ensure that we will remain a strong
cultural and educational resource in the community. 
 
     The 2008 edition of the Society’s Historical
Photograph Collection & Calendar is currently on sale.
The 9th annual issue highlights the children of Brookfield
both past and present. There are many images taken in
the late 1800’s by Ella Colt Benham, a local
photographer. Special thanks to Joanna Bodenweber for
her outstanding organizational and graphic skills in the
creation of this year’s collections.  
 
Special programs undertaken by the Society during the
past year include the following: 
 

• Conducted the fourth annual Sunset Lake Ice-
Out Contest. The ice went out on April 23rd at
8:13 pm, ten days later than the event occurred
in 2006.  The winner of the contest was Nick
Sprague of Woodstock who submitted an
estimate of April 24 at 7:05 am. Half of the
contest proceeds of $355 were distributed
among three prizewinners.  These included the
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contestant with the closest time after the winning
time, Joan Higgins who estimated April 24 at
11:00 am, and the contestant with the closest
estimate before the winning time, Jarid Wheeler
who estimated 6:12 am on April 22nd. 

 
• On Sunday, March 11th, in conjunction with a

potluck supper at the Pond Village Church, the
Society hosted a presentation by the noted
Vermont historian Howard Coffin.  Coffin’s talk
“Civil War Sites in Vermont” revealed some of
the fascinating information he has uncovered
about the Vermont home front during the Civil
War.  In researching Civil War sites in Vermont
for a new book, Coffin has discovered a cave
where a man lived for years to avoid
conscription, a home where a woman
sequestered herself after her fiancé’s death and
many more interesting and local stories. 

 
• On Sunday, July 22nd, conducted the annual Ice

Cream Social in conjunction with an Antique
Auto Display in the yard of the Marvin Newton
House.  The event was well attended, the
weather was perfect and the guests were
afforded a unique opportunity to see and
appreciate vintage American and British
automobiles as well as an antique truck. 

 
• Held the Annual Meeting of the Society on

October 14th at the Pond Village Church.  Long
time President of the Society, Gary Lord,
stepped down and the Board of Trustees
elected, Michael Dempsey as the new
President.  Two members of the Board retired,
Ellan Cole and Judy Bailey.  In conjunction with
the annual meeting and potluck dinner, we
hosted a J. Kevin Graffagnino presentation on
“A Hard Founding Father to Love:  Ira Allen of
Vermont”.   The talk outlined Ira’s checkered
career and his importance to the founding and
survival of this great state.  The talk was highly
informative and very well received. 

 
• Three Brookfield women, Carol Rogers, Diane

Haggett and Anna Ferri have volunteered to
establish historic gardens at the Marvin Newton
under a partnership arrangement with the
Historical Society and the University of Vermont
Extension Master Gardner Program.  The
concept calls for using plants that were available
in the mid-nineteenth century and labeling them
with common and botanical names.  The initial
preparations began this past summer and will
resume in the spring.  

 

Letter from the President 
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One of the major businesses of the town of Brookfield
during the last half of the 19th century and the first half of
the 20th century was the harvesting of ice from Sunset
Lake.  The Brookfield General Store had a large ice
house near the east end of the Floating Bridge.  Ice was
stored there through the summer for sale to local
customers.  Brookfield ice was also taken to Randolph
for the milk trains bound for Boston.  According to local
tradition, Brookfield ice was so clear that one could read
the Boston Herald through a 16 inch piece.  The ice
business went into decline as a result of the discovery of
Freon in the 1930’s and the invention of the refrigerator.
Brookfield ice was no longer needed. 

For the past 25 years, however, the town of Brookfield
has revived the spirit of ice harvesting with a celebration
involving the cutting of ice on Sunset Lake using
traditional tools and techniques.  Annually, on the last
Saturday of January, you can try your skills at harvesting
a block of ice in the old fashioned way using the tools of
the trade and warmed by the encouraging cheers of
hundreds of onlookers.  The history of ice harvesting is
fostered by the organizer of the ice harvest festival, Al
Wilder (“Mr. Ice Harvester”), through classes he
conducts for school children in Central Vermont during
the month of February. 

Become one of the thousands of visitors who have for
the last 25 years braved the elements on Sunset Lake
on the last Saturday in January.  See it, feel it, do it—

The Harvesting of Ice 
Allen S. Wilder, 2003

become an ice harvester and then go home and hug
your refrigerator.  All at the Floating Bridge in
Brookfield, Vermont. 

Cool Ice Harvesting Facts: 

1. A block of ice 1’ x 1’ x 1’ weighs about 57 lbs.

2. It takes about 1,500 lbs. of ice to cool the milk
of one cow for a year. 

3. It took about 5,000 lbs. of ice to cool the food
for a family for a year. 

4. The size of a block of ice cut for storing in an
ice house was about 16” x 8” x 30.” 

5. Blocks of ice were used as ballast in ships
going from the U.S. to countries overseas. 

6. An ice harvester was paid five cents for each
block of ice harvested. 

7. What one needed to harvest ice: 1 horse; 5
men; 1 ice saw; 3 breaker bars; 1 scoring
plow; 1 V-type snow plow; 2 ice skimmers; 5
pairs of ice creepers; 4 ice tongs; 3 pike
poles; 1 wagon; 1 ice elevator; 2 tones of
sawdust; 1 icehouse; all the warm clothes one
could wear and have nothing else better to
do. 

 

Summary of Acquisitions –  
 
     This year’s major acquisitions for the Historical 
Society museum included a gift from Chris 
DeMatteis of approximately 350 items from the 
Hester Dwinell/Al DeMatteis estate.  Items range 
from a baby's pacifier to gorgeous, elegant dresses, 
doll clothes and glass plate photographic negatives.  
From the estate of Madaleen Ellis, we received a 
wooden chest with silverware given to Elmer and 
Clara Ellis on their 25th wedding anniversary and a 
model of the Pond Village Church. From the estate 
of Margaret Hall, we received a collection of school 
books and paper ephemera and a quilt. Azel and 
Myrtle Hall gave paper ephemera.  Betty Richmond 
gave a quilt.  Judy Bailey presented a rocking bench 
at the annual meeting; the bench was made by Ara 
Howe a furniture maker who worked in Brookfield in 
the 1840’s 
    Special thanks to Greg Sauer, editor of the 

Brookfield Historical Society News, for his continued 
work in expanding the Historical Society’s “blog”.  It 
not only provides on-line access to the newsletters, it 
serves as an archive a repository and a resource to 
all those interested in our mission.  To view it go to 
http://brookfieldhistoricalsociety.wordpress.com/   
Please take a look see and send along your 
comments. 
 
     We are indebted to those who have contributed 
and continue to contribute to the Society and to those 
who have supported our mission and helped with our 
events and projects.  We look forward to seeing more 
of you this year. Thank you.  
 
Michael Dempsey, President 
 
Trustees: Joanna Bodenweber, Bonnie Fallon, Gary 
Lord, Linda Runnion, Greg Sauer, Mary Waldo, and 
Jackie Wilder. 

Letter from the President -- Continued from page 2 



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Dedicated with festive exercises, the
bridge was opened to traffic August 8,
1936.  The first car to cross the new
floating structure was that of Homer
Holden, then a selectman of the town,
and a former director of United Farmers.

Today, motorists along the busy Boston-
Montreal highway note the arrow pointing
up a dusty, hill road to “Brookfield” and
“Floating Bridge,” and many take time
out to investigate.  Near the village they
may see the moss-covered ruins of
several early mills and manufactories,

 The Bridge – Continued from page 1 
 

For the ninth year, a photographic
collection and calendar has been created
from photographs in the Society’s collect-
ion.  This year’s calendar highlights the
children of Brookfield both past and
present.  These images remind us of the
many joys Brookfield holds for the young.

If you have some “old” photographs in a
shoebox or album that you would like to
share for potential inclusion in a future
edition, please contact Joanna
Bodenweber or Jackie Wilder.  

The 2008 Photographic Collection &

2008 Historical Photographic Collection and Calendar 

Brookfield Historical 
Society 

PO Box 447 
(1131 Ridge Road) 

Brookfield, VT  05036 
 

Officers and Trustees for 
2007-2008: 

Michael Dempsey, President 
Linda Runnion, Vice President 

Bonnie Fallon, Secretary 
Mary Waldo, Treasurer 
Jackie Wilder, Curator 

Greg Sauer, News Editor 
Elinor Gray, 

Historian/Genealogist 
Gary Lord 

Joanna Bodenwebber 
 

 
MISSION STATEMENT 
To research and identify, 

collect and preserve, 
exhibit and interpret 
artifacts, and publish 

material which relates to 
and illuminates the 

historical development of 
Brookfield. 

 
 
 Brookfield Historical 

Society Blog 
 

Visit out our Internet 
presence at 
http://brookfieldhistori
calsociety.wordpress.
com and let us know 
what you think. 

 
 

Sunset Pond 
Ice-Out Record 

 
2004 

19 April, 10:53 a.m. 
 

2005 
18 April, 8:27 a.m. 

 
2006 

13 April, 6:42 a.m. 
 

2007 
23 April, 8:13 p.m. 

industries that once seemed destined to
make the place a thriving business
center.  But Brookfield still has its floating
bridge – the only floating bridge – and in
that distinction lays claim to a degree of
glory. (Source: United Farmers of New
England News, January 1949, p. 5.) 

Note:  During the summer of 1978 the
seventh Floating Bridge was built.  The
basic structure remained the same as
the preceding three except that the
wooden barrels were replaced by plastic
containers filled with styrofoam. 

Calendar may be purchased at the
Town Clerk’s office, Rte. 14 Country
Store & Deli (East Brookfield),
Messier’s General Store (East
Randolph) Floyd’s General Store
(Randolph Center), Cover to Cover
Books (Randolph) and from any of the
historical society trustees. Or, you can
pre-order by sending $7.50 ($6 plus
$1.50 S&H) to the Brookfield Historical
Society, ATTN:  Calendar Sales, PO
Box 447, Brookfield, VT 05036.  

Please patronize the businesses that
support this project with their paid ads.


