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The streets and lanes you are about to explore 
from the heart of Essex Village, one of the oldest 
settlements in Connecticut.  It was in 1648 that 
families living near a fort at Saybrook Point 
began moving upriver to build new homes here.  

For many years a part of Saybrook, it was 
long called Potopaug, the indian name for 
this point of land between two wide coves.  
The town of Essex, today, also includes the 
villages of Centerbrook, where the town’s 
first meetinghouse was built, and of Ivoryton, 
once world-famous for ivory goods from 
toothpicks to piano keyboards.  When the 
town split off from Saybrook in 1852, it was 
renamed for the English county of Essex.

The village here at Potopaug began life 
as a farming commuity - the river mostly 

meant fish for the table and rich hay harvests 
from islands and shoreline meadows.  By 1660, 
a wharf reached into the water near the present 
River Museum.  Soon after, Essex ships and men 
were busy in the West Indies trade, and Essex 
was evolving into a bustling maritime town.

Shipbuilding began in 1733, and in 1776 
the Oliver Cromwell, the first warship built for 
the Connecticut Colony, was launched.  Its 
shipbuilding fame was such that, by the War of 
1812, British marines raided Essex in the dead 
of night, burning 28 ships afloat or on the ways.  
Through the first half of the 1800’s shipyards 
ringed the shores of the Point and the coves.  
They launched transatlantic packets, schooners 
for trade with the Indies and Central America, 
and ships that carried cotton from gulf ports 

to the mills of Europe and New England.  
Essex men went to sea with the ships.  

Many of them, sailing out of New York, 
commanded packets and clippers renowned 
in maritime history.  They later built some 
of the gracious homes you will pass on your 
walk.  In steamboat days, Essex served as 
a port for the whole Saybrook area.  From 
1823 until 1931, steamers running between 
Hartford and New York stopped here.  

Shipbuilding dwindled with the passing of 
wooden ships, railroads won out over river 
boats, attention shifted to factories.  But look 
out over the water as you stroll the town.  
The rows of pleasure boats crowding the 
harbor area bear witness that Essex has never 
ended its centuries-old romance with the sea.

ABOUT ESSEX

The Pratt House Museum (#37 on your map) displays the domestic 
and agricultural life of early Essex.  One of the town’s oldest houses, 
it contains iron work from the former Pratt Smithy, an authentically 
restored herb garden, and furnishings from the 17th to 19th centuries 
typical of those in many early Essex homes.

The barn at the rear of Pratt House features changing exhibits on 
Essex history and a representative sampling of the society’s permanent 
collection of tools, products of the local ivory industry, and other historic 
Essex artifacts.

The Museum and Barn are open to the public 1 PM to 4 PM, Fridays, 
Saturdays and Sundays, from June thru September.  Admission is free.

Housed in an 1878 warehouse at the old Essex Steamboat Dock 
(#1 on your map).  The Museum preserves and interprets the history 
of the Connecticut River Valley and its people, including the lower 
Valley’s maritime heritage, with the changing exhibits throughout the 
year.  Permanent displays include ship models, a full-size working 
reproduction of the first submarine, the American Turtle, navigational 
instruments and shipbuilding tools, Valley industry and agriculture, and 
small water craft used on the River.

Also on the site, in an 1813 Federal-style chandlery, is the Thomas A. 
Stevens Library, a non-circulating research facility for the study of the 
Valley and maritime history.

The Museum is open year round Tuesday through Sunday from 10 
AM to 5 PM.  Admission is charged, with reduced rates for children and 
seniors.




