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At a time of hype and headlines 
about trillions the president wants 
to invest in infrastructure, a rail-
road man with a long memory 
oversees the Department of Trans-
portation in Connecticut, a state 
that’s been an unreliable steward 
of rail since the neglected New 
Haven Line was left to its care half 
a century ago.

Joseph J. Giulietti, recruited as 
DOT commissioner immediately 
after Gov. Ned Lamont’s elec-
tion in 2018, started on the New 
Haven Line in 1971 as a 19-year-
old conductor for Penn Central, 

then a dying railroad about to cede 
ownership of the line to a state 
unready for the responsibility.

He was there when Penn Central 
gasped its last and yielded manage-
ment of commuter rail to Conrail 
in 1976, and when Metro-North 
was born as a subsidiary of New 
York’s Metropolitan Transpor-
tation Authority and took over in 
1983. Giulietti left in 1998 for a rail 
job in Florida, returning in 2014 as 
Metro-North’s president.

Giulietti is 69 now, and the 
DOT is the last stop in a 50-year 
career that neatly coincides with 
passenger rail’s transition to a 
wholly governmental responsi-
bility. The buzz in Washington is 

that Congress is poised to make its 
biggest investment in rail since it 
created Amtrak from the ruins of 
20 private railroads in 1971.

Joe Biden became a regular 
Amtrak passenger two years later, 
a senator who would commute 
from Delaware to Washington for 
36 years. The new House Appro-
priations chair is Rosa L. DeLauro 
of New Haven, an Amtrak regular 
since taking o�ce 30 years ago. 
And Amtrak Joe is in the White 
House now.

Behind the headlines are hard 
realities. The political coalition 
behind the infrastructure bill 

Rail plan carries hefty price tag

Department of Transportation Commissioner Joe Giulietti speaks in 2019 
about a plan to significantly speed up train commutes in Connecticut. 
Congress is poised to approve tens of billions of dollars for rail improvements, 
but Connecticut has many unmet needs, Giulietti says. COURANT FILE PHOTO

In infrastructure bill, Congress is poised to approve $66 billion 
for railroads — but is that enough to meet Connecticut’s needs? 

By Jesse Leavenworth 
Hartford Courant

In cemeteries across the state, tombstones 
that tell Connecticut’s story are cracked, 
toppled and crusted with dirt and lichen 
while earth and grass swallow ground-level 
grave markers.

“Many of Connecticut’s oldest and most historic 
cemeteries are su�ering from severe neglect and 
are in critical, sometimes desperate, need of care 
and restoration,” state Historian Walter W. Wood-
ward said.

Woodward is among preservationists calling for 
regional and statewide action to address deterio-
rating cemeteries.

“The solution begins by joining together to 
regionalize, professionalize and modernize 
Connecticut’s approach to interring its dead and 
honorably memorializing them,” Je� Nolan, a 
volunteer trustee with the Central and Laurel Hill 

cemeteries in Brookfield, wrote recently in a letter 
to The Courant.

The former board member of the Connecticut 
Cemetery Association said in an interview that he 
realized the need for change when his mother was 
buried in Central Cemetery in 2002. Nolan said he 
and his father “were horrified at the dilapidated 
mess the place had become.” The people running 
the cemetery were aged and ill and “happy to pass 
it o�,” he said.

It wasn’t just the grounds that needed atten-
tion, Nolan said, but also the cemetery records. 
Connecticut has about 5,000 graveyards, and 
among the state’s many private cemetery associ-
ations, untold millions of dollars are unaccounted 
for because of lax and nonexistent record keep-
ing by volunteers with no oversight, he said. The 
need for collaboration to bring some uniformity 
and economy of scale is urgent, Nolan said.

REPAIRING HISTORY
The Ancient Burying Ground in downtown Hartford is seen in 2019. Preservationists are calling for regional and statewide action to address deteriorating cemeteries. 

Preservationists call for state oversight of Connecticut’s neglected cemeteries 

By Isabella Chan 
Hartford Courant

Dating, always fun at first, often 
starts with a flurry of romantic 
text messages, frequent pinging 
of sweet sentiments, followed by 
in-person meetings. But more and 
more, it ends in silence — when one 
person disappears.

The modern phenomenon 
known as “ghosting” continues to 
grow, yet research on this breakup 

trend and how will it influence 
people’s future relationships is 
scant.

In a recent study, Dr. Royette 
Dubar, assistant professor of 
psychology at Wesleyan Univer-
sity, and Jhanelle Oneika Thomas 
investigated the definition, moti-
vation and psychological impact of 
ghosting in the age of social media 
and hypervisibility.

The qualitative study, titled 
“Disappearing in the Age of Hyper-

visibility: Definition, Context, and 
Perceived Psychological Conse-
quences of Social Media Ghost-
ing,” followed 76 college students, 
primarily female, in focus group 
discussions.

From this research, social media 
ghosting is defined as a dissolution 
strategy in a platonic or romantic 
relationship captured by a sudden 
or gradual decision to cut o� all 
online and/or in-person commu-
nication with someone without a 
clear explanation.

While social media is not a 
requirement in ghosting, it does 
play an integral role as it maximizes 

the communication within the rela-
tionship through di�erent outlets.

Dubar and Thomas found that 
both the ghostee — the person 
being ghosted — and the ghoster 
experience negative consequences 
from ghosting that result in inter-
nalized emotional conflict.

For ghostees, the impact primar-
ily has come from the lack of 
closure in the relationship, lead-
ing them to “spiral” into internal-
ized self-deprecation and paranoia, 
Dubar says.

“It becomes a lot of self-doubt at 
first. I think a lot of personal inse-
curity comes out when you don’t 

have the answers, so you question 
yourself and you blame yourself,” 
a 19-year-old female participant in 
the study said.

While the ghostee faces theses 
negative consequences, Dubar says 
“it is possible for the ghostee to 
come out on the other side feeling 
more positive, more resilient and 
even more confident over time.”

After the experience, ghostees 
can use the opportunity to self-re-
flect, not “self-blame,” and grow in 
terms of communication in a subse-
quent relationship.

Wesleyan study looks at psychological impact of ‘ghosting’ 
The silent, unexplained breakup trend negatively 
a�ects both parties and stunts emotional growth 
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Horror in Bridgeport
The most horrific example of 

cemetery neglect unfolded three 
years ago in Bridgeport. Ruth 
Shapleigh-Brown, executive direc-
tor of the Connecticut Gravestone 
Network, cited the case while 
talking about the need for wider 
oversight.

Park Cemetery was established 
in 1878, and an association board 
oversaw its operation and main-
tenance for many years. In 2018, 
Bridgeport authorities found that 
about 130 graves, including Civil 
War veterans’ plots, had been 
unceremoniously displaced.

Bones and pieces of old caskets 
were scattered around. Grave-
stones and remains had been dug 
up and shoved aside to make way 
for the newly dead, while some 
new graves were stacked atop old 
ones, according to an Associated 
Press story.

City police arrested caretaker 
Dale LaPrade on a charge of felony 
interference with a cemetery. 
LaPrade also was later arrested on 
charges that she embezzled more 
than $60,000 from cemetery funds, 
according to published reports. 
She died earlier this year while the 
court cases were pending.

A retired lawyer whose rela-
tives are buried at the cemetery 
broke the case. Cheryl Jansen 
had noticed a decline in mainte-
nance and went to a probate judge 
to track the money families were 
paying for upkeep.

Jansen found that a cemetery 
board had not existed since the 
early 1980s and that oversight was 
eventually left to LaPrade and her 
husband. When police searched 
the property, they found finan-
cial records in disarray and mail 
left unopened for 20 years, the AP 
reported.

Restoration of the Bridgeport 
cemetery, including re-interring 
disturbed remains, was sad, frus-
trating and painstaking work. 
Similar cases, on a smaller scale, 
have emerged. At Fairfield Memo-
rial Park in Stamford, state authori-
ties in 1993 investigated allegations 
of misplaced burial vaults and plots 
that may have been used twice.

One crucial piece of record 
keeping that would protect against 
abuses and confusion is GIS 
mapping of individual gravesites, 
which could be added to all vital 
records, Nolan said. Connecti-

cut universities teach modern 
GIS skills, but the technology is 
not used to its potential in public 
systems, he said.

Vital records link across hospi-
tals, funeral homes, crematoria, 
cemeteries and town halls, but 
Nolan, a self-employed supply 
chain management consultant, 
says government o�cials lack a 
grasp of the bigger picture, which 
he said is more proof of the need for 
a state commission on cemeteries 
that could put the pieces together. 
A statewide panel also could estab-
lish educational programs for 
cemetery maintenance and record 
keeping, Nolan said.

‘Neglected’
The term “neglected ceme-

teries” is relative, said Shap-
leigh-Brown, whose focus is on 
the state’s older, pre-1800 burying 
grounds. In some graveyards, the 
grass is mowed, but the time-con-
suming and expensive work of 
righting, repairing and cleaning 
stones is left undone. Nature has 
overtaken some small cemeteries, 
gradually lost in the woods.

State law defines a “neglected 
cemetery” as a burial place with 
more than six graves that is not 
under the control or manage-
ment of any currently functioning 

cemetery association; and which 
has been neglected “and allowed 
to grow up to weeds, briars and 
bushes, or about which the fences 
have become broken, decayed or 
dilapidated.”

Shapleigh-Brown questioned 
the feasibility of broad state over-
sight, but she did agree that the 
state needs to clean up outdated, 
contradictory and unenforced laws 
governing cemeteries.

“In the past 20-plus years of 
being involved with burying 
ground history and preservation,” 
she wrote in written testimony 
for a 2014 bill establishing a fund 
for neglected cemeteries, “I’ve 
constantly seen our state statutes 
concerning cemetery mainte-
nance being ignored and abused 
with no accountability or concern 
expressed at any legal level.”

For the past six years, munic-
ipalities have fully tapped the 
neglected cemeteries fund. Reve-
nue comes from death certifi-
cate fees and is dependent each 
year on the number of certificates 
requested, OPM spokesman Chris 
McClure said. The money can be 
used to mow grass, clear weeds, 
briars and bushes, repair fences 
and walls and straighten grave-
stones. In 2015, the fund distrib-
uted awards of $2,000 each to 
communities that included Bloom-

field, Bristol, Wethersfield and 
Rocky Hill. Although 40 applica-
tions were received, the grant had 
enough funds for only 15 awards, 
according to OPM.

In 2016, 22 awards of $2,000 
each (from over 30 applications) 
were distributed to towns that 
included Farmington and Granby; 
in 2018, 44 awards of $2,500 each 
were handed out to towns that 
included East Hartford, Berlin and 
Glastonbury; and last year, awards 
of $3,332 each went to 37 commu-
nities.

But Nolan says much more could 
be done. Sharing costs through 
regionalization would bring 
updated methods and e�ciency, so 
the best equipment would be avail-
able to even the smallest ceme-
teries, and the work of reversing 
years of neglect at many cemeter-
ies could begin.

Nolan said he has been frus-
trated for years trying to connect 
the two Brookfield cemeteries he 
helps to oversee with larger orga-
nizations. The overriding prob-
lem, he says, is political resistance 
to regionalization in parochial 
Connecticut.

A bill was proposed for a state 
cemetery commission in 1994, 
but no action was taken. The 
proposed law called for a ceme-
tery board within the Department 

of Consumer Protection to regu-
late cemetery associations. It also 
called for associations to establish 
and transfer all perpetual funds to 
a single endowment maintenance 
fund.

‘Brother Jonathan’s’ 
resting place

Gravestones, some bent at severe 
angles, cover a knoll o¤ a lonely 
road in Lebanon. Connecticut’s 
Revolutionary War Gov. Jonathan 
Trumbull, the “brother Jonathan” 
who supplied Gen. George Wash-
ington’s army, is buried here, along 
with Declaration of Independence 
signatory William Williams and 
many veterans of the struggle for 
liberty. The cemetery also includes 
82 gravestones carved by Obadiah 
Wheeler, one of the most famous 
early carvers in the region, accord-
ing to the town’s website.

On a recent visit, the grass was 
mowed and American flags were 
planted by veterans’ graves, but 
stones throughout the cemetery 
were leaning and cracked and 
some ground-level markers were 
sinking and obscured. A tree had 
fallen across several stones near 
the rear of the cemetery.

The cemetery is among about 
two dozen managed by the town 
and its cemetery commission. First 
Selectman Kevin Cwikla said he 
noticed a need to upgrade mainte-
nance when he was elected about 
two years ago.

“We take our cemeteries very 
seriously,” Cwikla said.

The cemetery maintenance 
budget recently was doubled, 
a new mowing service was 
contracted and a new sexton is 
being hired, he said. A program 
is in place to address individual 
headstones, Cwikla said.

Although cemeteries can and 
have been saved at the local 
level, Woodward said, citing 
work at Hartford’s Ancient Bury-
ing Ground, “there are too many 
neglected cemeteries in too many 
places to leave their survival to 
chance.

“Creation of a state commission 
that could set policy, recommend 
remediation efforts, aid in the 
acquisition of funding and model 
successful cemetery protection 
and preservation efforts would 
be an important step in keeping 
Connecticut history alive, now and 
in the future,” he said.

Jesse Leavenworth can be reached 
at jleavenworth@courant.com.
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Shown at Hartford’s Old South Burial Ground in 2018, Connecticut Gravestone Network Director Ruth Shapleigh-
Brown is among the state’s chief advocates for preserving old graveyards. COURANT FILE PHOTO
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