
		
  	
     
    [Skip to Content]
		
		
		
			
				
					
						
							[image: institution icon]

							Institutional Login

						

					

					
						
							[image: account icon]

							LOG IN

						

						
  						
    						[image: accessibility icon]
    						Accessibility
    				  
						

					

				

			

			
			
			
			
				
					
						
							[image: Project MUSE]
							[image: Project MUSE]							
						

					

									
						 
							
								Browse
							

							
								
									OR 
								

							

							
								
  								
  								
										
                    Search:
										
										
										
										
																				
                    
										

									

								
																											
								

							

						
				
					

				
					
						
	
		
			
			  menu
				
			

		

		
			Advanced Search
			Browse
			
				MyMUSE Account
				
					Log In / Sign Up
					Change My Account
					User Settings
					Access via Institution
					MyMUSE Library
					Search History
					View History
					Purchase History
					MyMUSE Alerts
					Individual Subscriptions
																
				

			
									
			
				Contact Support
			

		

	



		
 
					

				

			

			
			
			
		






    


	
		
	

    
    
    
        
    

    		
			
	
				
					
						Hidden in Plain Sight: A Deep Traveler Explores Connecticut

					

				

				
				
					
						
							
								
								
								
								
							
							
					
							
					
					
							
								
								

							
							



						

					


				

				
		

			
	
		

    
    
    
    
    
    	
    		
    		
    		
    		
      
      
    		
    		
   			
   			
   			
   			
				
						
						
						
						[image: restricted access] A Most Useful Tree: Season of the Witch Hazel
						
						

						
	
						
						
						  

						   David K. Leff
						  
												
						
	
							Wesleyan University Press
							
	Chapter
	
						  
  						  	
    							  View Citation
							
	
    							  
    							    [image: Related Content]
                      Related Content
    							  
    							


							

						
	
							Additional Information
						


				

    		
    		

    		
    		
		
		
    		
    		
			

			
			
			  In lieu of an abstract, here is a brief excerpt of the content:
			  A Most Useful Tree Season of the Witch Hazel In late October or early November, as the radiant hues of maples subside and ferns are bronzed by frost, come days of azure sky and unremittingly brilliant sunshine, when nothing can keep me indoors. Just as I’ve become acclimated to icy mornings and chill winds that have me hunkered into a coat, the air again becomes soft and warm. A light haze hangs in the distance. On the cusp of bitter winter is a remembrance of June, and I succumb to the charms of Indian summer. A prized and most ephemeral season acclaimed by all who have had the experience, cultural historian Adam Sweeting has called it the time when “New England seems most New England.” Plenty of newly fallen leaves crunched underfoot as I made my way along the blue-blazed Tunxis Trail in Barkhamsted to the jumble of glacial boulders known as the Indian Council Caves. Though well past peak, color still hung in the branches, especially the deep scarlet and burnished copper of oaks, but the most enchanting thing in the woods were the delicate blooms of a small and irregular understory tree. Up to twenty-five feet tall, but more often a shrub reaching but a dozen feet in height, witch hazel bucks nature’s trend, blooming in crinkled golden stars even as its leaves are falling. I paused a few moments, and over the low whoosh of the wind I could hear the occasional snap of the plant’s fruit pods firing their seeds like bullets, ten feet or more from the branch. Though witch hazel grows throughout the state, sometimes in thick stands, few people notice it among fall’s gaudy hues. The flowers are emblematic of Indian summer, with its enticing nostalgia for warmer times, and they hold the promise of spring blossoms, just a few months away. Even after this short season within a season has yielded to arctic blasts, and the leaves have all fallen, witch hazel flowers persist on 126 | Seeing Green bare limbs, bringing color into the gray woods of early winter. Connecticut is the witch hazel capital of the world. Not only does this resilient plant grow profusely here, but Connecticut has long been the top producer of the aromatic essence extracted and distilled from witch hazel twigs and bark. The secret of witch hazel extract was handed down from Native Americans, who, believing that a plant that blooms in winter must have magical healing properties, boiled the twigs to create a clear liquid that was both fragrant and astringent. Having found that the extract contained therapeutic qualities, they applied it to cuts, bruises, scratches, sore eyes, and a variety of external inflammations. A publication of the Rhode Island Department of Environmental Management and other sources say they also sipped it like a bitter tea for coughs, diarrhea, colds, and other maladies. Once they learned the recipe, missionaries and settlers made it in small batches and used it as a folk medicine until, just after the Civil War, Connecticut’s Thomas Newton Dickinson perfected the product’s commercial manufacture. His sons ran rival witch hazel distilleries in the lower Connecticut Valley, and the state has been the center of witch hazel production ever since. In the late 1990s, the two Dickinson brands were consoli- [44.202.179.42] Project MUSE (2024-04-09 14:17 GMT) Season of the Witch Hazel | 127 dated at American Distilling of East Hampton, a company that got its start in the nineteenth century producing birch bark extract, a product it no longer makes. It now produces a whopping 98 percent of the world’s witch hazel distillates. Sitting on State Route 66, not far from town hall and the tavern where Governor William O’Neill once stood behind the bar, the factory looks like a nondescript office building, with darkly tinted ribbon windows along its stucco exterior. On an icy day in early March, a few witch hazel stems rose out of the snow near a glassy atrium. The reception area was vaguely scented with the same sweet pungency I remembered from the witch hazel I’d applied to a burn a few months earlier. The woman at the desk had an array of products in colorful packaging in front of her. With a contagious enthusiasm for both the process and the product, Bryan Jackowitz, vice president for marketing, took me on a tour of the plant, where we crossed concrete floors... 
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