Denny Frost, Farmer, Businessman, MP and Gentleman 

A Conversation at Whales’ Tail Farm
By Brenda Underwood 

On one of those many rainy days this past August, a drive down River Road to the bucolic Frost farm past whales cavorting at the foot of the Appalachian trail and the wide expanse of the Housatonic River rushing and gurgling on its way across the state, made me aware of the richness of this area, both of its people and its landscape. 
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Pulling into the sodden driveway of the immaculately kept farm, Denny was quick to arrive with an umbrella to escort me into the house - a courtly gesture by today’s standards, but one, perhaps, that says a lot about the man.
Denny was born in Torrington in 1935, the youngest of three sons of Lou Calhoun Frost and Folger Weston Frost who lived on School Street in Cornwall Village. Denny’s father was a real estate agent, “one of the very first in Cornwall. He worked for himself,” said Denny, “and carried listings from Previews, an outfit down in New York City. He also worked as a conservation officer for the State of Connecticut. During the Depression, people did almost anything they could to make ends meet and I think that’s what my father did.”  

Denny’s mother was a Calhoun – an old Cornwall family. She had two brothers Frank and Jack Calhoun and a sister Jean, who became Mrs. Bacon (aka Danny Gracey’s grandmother) and lived in Cornwall Village. So, in Cornwall, apart from his immediate family, Denny is related either directly or indirectly to a number of people, including, William Calhoun, John Calhoun, Jill Bryant, Danny Gracey, George Kittle and Tim and Marie Prentice.
Between Denny and each of his brothers there is three years difference in age. His brother, Alec, lives in Cornwall, and Peter lives in Germany with his son, Mark, who is married to a German doctor. “Peter lost his wife Luciana about five years ago to cancer, so he decided to go to Germany to live with his only son and I think he’s going to stay there.” Peter was in the foreign service for many years and stationed in many countries including Iran, Australia, Belgium, and Italy.
Denny started his school years at Cornwall Consolidated School (CCS) in 1941, the second year of its existence and from there went on to the Housatonic Valley Regional High School (HVRHS) but he “wasn’t crazy about school”. Gerry Blakey and Gordon Kavanagh were both classmates at CCS and HVRHS but Denny laments the fact that many of his classmates “have either moved away or died”.

After high school Denny went into the army and spent two years in Berlin, Germany during the Korean War.  “My brother, Alec, had just finished college and we were both classified 1A by the draft. I was kind of at a loose end not knowing really what I wanted to do. Alec knew that he was going to have to do his military service sometime so we both had our names pulled ahead and volunteered for the draft. When I think about it now I wonder why we did that when the Korean War was still going on.” 

Denny and Alec joined the military on the same day and were sent to Fort Dix, New Jersey for basic training. During training Alec contracted pneumonia and was in hospital for six weeks while Denny finished his in good health. After training, Denny was sent to Camp Gordon, Georgia, to Military Police School and, “when Alec recovered, he became a medic.” Denny was 18 and Alec 21. 

Denny was sent to Berlin for two years while Alec went to a military hospital in Orleans, France.   “It was an interesting two years,” said Denny. “Berlin was a fun place to be in some ways but difficult in others. It was still 125 miles inside the Russian sector so you just couldn’t walk out the door [and come and go as you please]. You had to have a least a day and half to get in and out either on an overnight train or a military flight which wasn’t easy, so I didn’t get out of Berlin often.” 

As an MP, one of Denny’s jobs was to patrol the border where the Berlin Wall was eventually built. “On our patrols, an eight-hour shift with five or six check points, we saw a lot of what went on along the border.” During that time, people were shot regularly as they tried to escape.
Denny occasionally did get into the Russian sector of Berlin on a military guided bus tour and can remember “being totally shocked going from West Berlin to East Berlin - the difference was just incredible. East Berlin was still just bombed out buildings for acres and acres and acres. I remember it so well. It was pretty shocking to see so many buildings that had been blown apart.” Denny remembers one in particular where a bathtub was left hanging by its pipes on the outside of the building.

Were you ever in danger?  “I suppose we were in danger in the sense that it wasn’t unusual for us to lie on our bunks in the barracks at night (former SS troop barracks) and hear Russian artillery practicing out on the Zone. You knew that if they ever tightened the noose it was 125 miles to the nearest free part of the country. I don’t think anyone expected that we would ever get out of Berlin alive if anything happened but we didn’t spend a lot of time worrying about it at 19.” 

Denny also worked with the German police, many of whom had been on the Russian front. “We got to talk a lot with Germans who had been in the thick of the Russian campaign. A huge number of them ended up dying in Russia. It was also eye-opening to meet people who had lived through the devastation of Berlin.”

After his two years of service in Berlin, Denny returned to Cornwall in September 1956 and decided to enroll for courses at the University of Connecticut. “Since my family is very much a college family, I felt that I really needed to give it a try although I wasn’t a good student. I was very interested in some of the subject matter but I wanted to be out working and doing something else.” Denny left college after a year and a half which “proved to be a good decision for me”. 

During the next few years Denny tried his hand at different jobs. He first worked in a Volkswagen dealership in New Milford for a year, then for Ralph Sandemeyer who owned Cornwall Bridge Hardware and ran a fuel oil business. Then he worked at Mohawk as assistant manager and helped build the first chair lift. He stayed at Mohawk for a year until the owner took his profits up to Mt. Snow in Vermont and let most of his help go. “I was without a job and decided to go into the lawn maintenance business. That was 45 years ago. After a few years, I also started to do excavating work and gradually went into that full time.” Denny specialized in septic systems and general site work.
How did you and Charlotte meet? “Charlotte and I met in grammar school. Charlotte was a summer kid. Her family bought this farm in 1939 and during the war years they stayed up here until late in the fall so I met Charlotte during the fall when she was in school.” “Don’t forget first grade!” came a call from Charlotte who was making tea in the kitchen, “She always claims that I dipped her pigtails in the inkwell,” said Denny. “And, you also sent me a black Easter egg,” added Charlotte. “We started dating when we were thirteen,” continued Denny, “and dated for a few years before we broke up at 16 .” 

“When I was in Germany, I thought a lot about Charlotte—I guess without really thinking about it—and at Christmastime (a few months after returning from Berlin) I thought, well, I’m going to give Charlotte a call and see if she is at home.” She was.  Denny Frost and Charlotte Gay were engaged on January 26 within a month of getting back together and married on September 7, 1957 when they were both 22. The Frosts celebrated their 49th anniversary on September 7, 2006. “We’ve had a long-term relationship,” said Denny; we were compatible in the beginning and still are.” 
                   Charlotte making apple crisp
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When Denny was a child, he lived in a four-story, nine-bedroom Victorian house on School Street which was built by his grandfather and was once used as a dorm for Rumsey Hall. “My grandfather, Gramp (John E.) Calhoun, gave it to my mother in 1941 and we moved into it and lived there until January 5 of 1957 when it burned down in an hour and a half.” 

Although they lost almost everything, the contents of a safe which had been knocked out of the house during the fire were saved. In it were three rings Denny’s mother had given to each of her sons for their future wives. “Charlotte’s engagement ring was one of them,” said Denny. 

Denny and Charlotte had three children. “We had a 
son, Stephen, who contracted leukemia when he was 16 years of age and, unfortunately, he didn’t make it. He was not quite 19 when he died. We have two grown daughters, Beth and Celia, six grandchildren and two step-grandchildren. Beth teaches in a charter school out in Tucson, Arizona and has two daughters and a son.” Megan, who is almost 23, works in Washington, D.C. for a group that helps kids who have been in the foster-care system get jobs and apartments; Anna, 21, is a senior at college and Daniel, 19, is a freshman at college. Our two step grandchildren are Jessamyne, who is a teacher in New Hampshire and Myles, who is at college.” 

“Celia is also a teacher and teaches at Ridgfield High School. She lives in Cornwall and is married to Martin Ewen, a New Zealander. Celia has three boys – Sam is the oldest at 18 and he graduated from Regional last June, then Wes who is 16 and Isaac who is 10.” 

The Frosts have recently returned from a trip to New Zealand where they spent five weeks touring the country and getting to know their new son-in-law’s parents. “We met them last fall when they came to visit us. We thought, ‘Well, we are going to be retiring, why not?’  So we just cut loose and went for five weeks and had a lovely time.” 

Denny has recently retired and is looking forward to working on his three antique tractors and his Mazda Miata. “I’ve got so many things to do that I don’t know where to start.”

Denny bought Ginny Potter’s Mazda Miata a while back. “I’ve always been keen about the Miatas and I thought I would like to own one some day and I said to Ginny, ‘If you ever decide to sell that car, you let me know.’ And she said, ‘Well, I will, although I’m not planning to sell it right away.’ Early in November Ginny called me up one evening and said, ‘Denny, are you still interested in my Miata?’ Well, yes, I probably am. ‘Well, I’ve got to sell it and find something more practical for the winter.’ So we closed the deal right there on the phone.” 

“Everybody laughs at him accordianing himself into the car,” said Charlotte. Denny, who is well over six feet tall, said when he gets out of his truck and into the Miata “it is a whole other world.”

“And, I have the farm which keeps me forever busy.” The Frost’s farm, now called Whales’ Tail Farm, a bucolic parcel of 70 acres through which the Appalachian Trail runs requires a lot of maintenance which Denny loves. Does he ever walk on the Appalachian Trail? “It’s like living next to the Empire State Building,” said Denny, “we don’t do it as much as we could.” Denny also has a workshop in the barn where he maintains all his own haying machinery and keeps his antique tractors. 

Although Denny doesn’t consider himself a joiner, he is also on the Cornwall Conservation Trust, the Agriculture Committee, the Housing Committee, and is a trustee at the United Church of Christ. “I love to do lots of things for friends and relatives and I’m willing to volunteer and help but I’m just not an organization joiner necessarily.”

“There’s nothing we love more than to be at home which is one of our faults because we find we tend not to do some of the things that we kind of want to do but then we think, ‘Boy I don’t really want to leave the farm today because it’s so beautiful and we’ve got so many things we want to do.’ I could stay here on the farm for a week straight and never leave. We are contented at home.”

As a member of the Cornwall Conservation Trust, Denny was involved in the initial negotiations on the Lorch Farm purchase and thinks “it is a good plan. I would have hated to see that farm go to a land developer and something like Action Wildlife appear. It would have been a permitted use for that land even though the land was under easement to the state for agricultural purposes.” It was a cause that the Frosts felt worthy and contributed to it.  Commenting on the amount of money raised, “Cornwallians often dig deep; there are some very generous people here.” 

Denny was in Berlin during the flood of ’55 but “Charlotte has memories of that.” 

“I was in New Hampshire but mother was here with her oldest grandson Tommy. Someone came and knocked on the door and told her to get to higher land because they didn’t know whether the dam in Falls Village would hold. My father was driving up from New York City and had to go through Amenia, a roundabout way to get here, because everything was closed completely from Kent on up. When he finally got to the bridge near my sister’s Milkhouse Pottery (Susan Fox’s house) he discovered that the brook had flooded and taken the road with it. When dad got there the fire company was there trying to figure out how to get across the brook so they could get down the road and dad said, ‘Where are you guys trying to go?’ ‘Oh, we are trying to go to your house, somebody reported a fire down there.’ Dad, of course, hot-footed it down here with some of the firemen to find that the flood light had been left on and, reflected against the mist and clouds, looked like fire. This area was fine though, we didn’t get any damage at all, although the water did come up to the edge of the road.” 

“I remember even in our time,” said Denny, “before the bridge was lifted up in West Cornwall that they had to dynamite the ice several times to get it to break up so it didn’t take the bridge when it went.  You could see where the boards were torn away when the ice did get through. They once talked about modernizing it and we wouldn’t let them. Cornwall is pretty stubborn about things like that. It’s a good community even though we don’t live there technically.” 

“We don’t admit that we don’t live there,” said Charlotte. “The first year that we were here we were intellectually aware of the fact that we lived in Sharon but didn’t pay any attention to it. When election year came around, it was weird and just not right.”  

“We don’t have very many ties in Sharon at all because Sharon is way over the hill and Cornwall is right here. And we are 672, we are Cornwall Ambulance, and have a Cornwall address but we pay Sharon taxes. Every place where the telephone number is 672 should be considered Cornwall in terms of school system, in terms of land fill.  The Cornwall landfill is off limits for the Frosts so they have to drive to Salisbury – 30 miles round trip – to go to the land fill. So whatever they recycle they use up in gas. “We can’t use the Cornwall landfill because we are not Cornwall tax payers. The only land we own in Cornwall is a cemetery plot but that doesn’t allow you to use the landfill because you have to live on it for six months to qualify!”
“Our property is in Sharon,” said Denny, “but our hearts are in Cornwall which is a particularly wonderful place to be. It is my whole life.”

Speaking about the world since 9/11, Denny said, “It’s a pretty dangerous place to be. I wonder where it’s all going to end. You think that the law of averages says that we are going to have another major catastrophe somewhere along the way. You wonder where we’ll be in ten years; you wonder where your children will be and what will happen to the world in general. When you look at the Middle East you wonder if those people are ever going to be able to solve their problems.” 

But, Cornwall, as ever, seems very far from that world. In the fenced yard behind the Frost’s home is a brown and white heifer “who has just been bred and we hope she will produce a calf for us in the spring,” said Denny. “The bull that resides at Danny Gracey’s house in the village has been visiting for the summer. Danny was short on grass and we had lots of grass and a heifer who needed company. They were great pals and awfully discreet. We don’t really have any proof of consummation but I feel confident as they were very friendly. I think he’s a nocturnal fellow.” 
[image: image3.jpg]



                                                                                          The expectant mom
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