Ralph Scoville reflects on his life in Cornwall  

By Brenda Underwood
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One of the distinctive landmarks in Cornwall is the Scoville Farm at the junction of Scoville Road and Town Street with its two large corn and grass silos soaring into the sky above grazing cows, peafowl and white geese.  

Ralph and Thalia Scoville, the owners of Scoville Farm, live on one of the few working dairy farms left in the area. One of the early families of Cornwall, Ralph’s forefathers came to America in 1660 and to Cornwall in 1780. The Scoville Farm has always been a dairy farm and although Ralph and Thalia have now retired, their son Frederick continues to manage it.

“Our oldest son, Frederick,” said Ralph, “always said that his ambition in life was to graduate from college and run the farm.  After he graduated from UConn with a degree in animal husbandry, he got his wish and, with a wife and two children, and forty dairy cows, it is one tough row for him to hoe.” 

Every other morning a large tanker picks up the milk at the Scoville Farm and takes it to New Britain to be processed but, according to Ralph, it is hard to make a living nowadays from dairy farming. “You get very little for the milk compared to the ridiculous price it sells for [in the stores].  There’s too much of a markup. You’ve got to have competition in order to make things go reasonably smooth.” 

“At one time we also had chickens and sold the eggs.  During the summer people would flock to the house to buy eggs and we could hardly keep up the supply but when fall came and people went back to the city the demand fell off and we didn't know what to do with those eggs.”   

Farming is also hard in this area because of all the rocks.  “Every year, when you pick a piece of land to till,” Ralph explains, “you have to deal with the rocks that the frost has heaved up.”  Originally, the Scovilles used a one-bottom plow which went four inches deep and didn’t throw up many stones. Now they use a four-bottom plow which goes six inches deep and pushes up a lot of stones. Speaking of the magnificent stone walls around Cornwall, Ralph remarked that, “The walls out there were mostly made on hard cider and weekends.”

Recalling his childhood, Ralph remembers, “When I was five years old I was tutored in a house on the Sharon side of the bridge.  The teacher, Elsie Cochrane, was qualified to tutor kids.  For grammar school I went to a school where the Hughes Memorial Library is now.  It was a one-room school house with one teacher for eight grades.”  After his schooling in Cornwall, Ralph went to Gilbert School in Winsted and took a mechanical course “which, over the years, has really paid off.”  

During the Second World War Ralph Scoville spent four years driving an ammunition supply truck.  He was initially stationed in North Africa where he traveled extensively as the war moved.  After Africa he was stationed in Sicily and then moved to England for six months where the troops were being prepared for D-Day.  Ralph didn't see D-Day but he did see D-4. “They felt that our company didn’t have the experience it should have had,” he said.  “There weren’t too many of the original ones left who had had the training necessary to make that initial landing in Normandy.  Those poor devils in the infantry who had been in all those battles from Africa to Sicily [had been sorely depleted].  A lot of the time, we would have to pick up our infantry and carry them.  You would get to know their faces but towards the end you would see fewer and fewer familiar ones.”  

When Ralph came back from the war he met his future wife, Thalia, who was taking her training in nursing at Cornell University, New York Hospital.  Thalia had come to Cornwall to study for the State Boards with a cousin of Ralph's (who was also doing her nursing training) and “somehow we got together and the knot was tied.” That was 58 years ago and the Scovilles now have five children, all of whom are in Connecticut except one son who lives in New Jersey, and ten grandchildren.

“Right after the war I started building roads and I kept at that for four or five years. Most all the roads were dirt back then and a lot of them in the winter time never got plowed.   I had two dump trucks and went all over building roads.  We got $4 an hour for the big truck and $3 an hour for the smaller truck and I had to pay the driver out of that and fuel.  It didn’t leave much to work with.”  

Ralph was also a Selectman in Cornwall for a time before becoming a full-time farmer.  Once he started farming, however, “the farm just kept getting bigger and bigger and now we have six tractors.” 

Crediting Thalia as being the smart one, Ralph said that she has always been right beside him for all the hard work.  “She helped me shovel manure and unload bales of hay.”  

The Scovilles cut and bail their own hay with acreage that is “scattered over like fleas on a dog.”  “They used to say in agriculture,” said Ralph, “that you should never go further than a mile from your farm.  And now some farmers are traveling 25 miles one way to get to the farm and get the material.  We must have around 250 acres all told but it is scattered all over; we go down to Hart Farm; we’ve got land up by Cherry Hill and land by Music Mountain.”  

The Scoville cows go through a lot of hay. “If you don’t feed your cows well,” Ralph observed, “you are not going to get the milk out of them.”  With five square bales a night for 40 cows along with corn and grass silage you have to bale a lot of hay and process a lot of corn.  Corn silage includes the stalk which provides a lot of bulk for the animals.  The kernels hold the real goodness but a farmer will get more out of his corn if he cracks it or grinds it up.  “They can digest it better,” said Ralph, “it’s better for the cow and you won’t find so many piles of corn behind the animal.”  

Ralph remembers getting his first car, a Model T which was a simple car to maintain. “I did all my own work on the motor; in those days all you needed was a pair of pliers, a screwdriver and a monkey wrench and you were in business.  It was difficult to get up some of the hills in this area.  The gas tank used to be under the seat and on a steep hill the engine would stop – it had an updraft carburetor on it and the gas had to be sucked up out of the tank.  To get up the hill you had to turn around and back up. And, when you went to Torrington up Bunker Hill—it was all dirt roads then—you’d get about mid-way up and have to put chains on.  Today, Bunker Hill would never be as steep as it was because a 10 per cent grade is taboo now.”  

When Ralph was Selectman of Cornwall, he remembers one winter when ice in the river jammed up near the covered bridge and nearly took it out. “Bruce Burroughs, who had the house where the Ingersol store is now, was getting a lot of water in his cellar.  In those days the bridge was a foot lower than it is now.  We decided to use dynamite to blow the jam and I called up civil defense to see if I could get a chopper to come over and plant the charges.” The helicopter couldn’t come immediately so Ralph decided to do it himself.  “I had a fellow go out with a 100 foot rope and plant four or five sticks of dynamite which eventually blew it up and down it went.”

Speaking with Ralph it is easy to see that a farmer’s life is not for the faint of heart.  Despite its satisfying moments it is still a life that requires countless hours of back-breaking work. Ralph explains how they kept the milk cold before refrigeration. “We would put up ice in the winter time which was taken from our lake; pond ice is easier to lift than river ice.” To cool the 40-quart cans of milk in the ice house, Ralph needed to cut 1,000 cakes of ice, each measuring 18” x 24”, and haul it to the ice house. In the summer they had to bury the milk cans in “some of the 30 odd springs on our property” to keep them cold. 

Calling to mind some of the landmark events of his life in Cornwall, Ralph remembers a fire in 1926 which burnt down a hotel located between the West Cornwall Market and the post office.  “I can remember the church bell ringing like mad.”  And he saw two floods – the one of 1936 and the one of 1938 – which washed out West Cornwall, including Bates meat market which was where the video store is now, to give an idea of how far the water came up. “After the floods the community got together to fill back in the roads.”  Ralph had a bulldozer which he used to help in the effort. 

“When I was young,” said Ralph, “there used to be elm and chestnut trees.  Elm was beautiful wood for making long beams - some as long as 20 feet – and the chestnuts had beautiful nuts. They were like hickory nuts although they had sharp burrs but you could eat them.  When the frost came they would automatically open up.  They were a wonderful thing.”  

“And then there were the Cathedral Pines which were so beautiful.  There was one tree that stood on a rock just as you start up Essex Hill.  How it ever stayed I don’t know because the roots hung down over the rock but somehow it kept going.  However, they could have used some of those trees instead of putting them through a chipper.”  

A story about the Scovilles wouldn't be complete without mentioning the duck pond and its flock of pristine white geese, a sight many Cornwallians know and love.  Over the years they have had some geese which have lived to be 30 years old.  Of this current brood, they are now down to about 13.  “Coyotes get them,” said Ralph, “and they get out on the road and are occasionally hit by a car.  Most people are nice; they will stop and let the geese cross.  Even a cop stopped one time out there; he hit his siren and the old things just stood there. Eventually they parted and let him through. A car clobbered some one night. The guy had stolen a car and came ripping up the road trying to get away and the geese were in the way. But, besides that, people are pretty careful.”

At 86 years of age, Ralph Scoville, feels he has had a good and productive life. A heart attack last February and arthritis in both knees hampers his activities a bit but he doesn't complain.  “I gave up my license and don’t drive anymore but, fortunately, Thalia still does.”  Recently, he and Thalia went to UConn to see their grandson, Frederick, graduate.  Describing the day’s activities, face beaming, Ralph said, “That was really something.” 

