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 The hot, lazy days of Summer are behind us as we segway into the crisp, cool days of Fall.  
Time once again for back to school, football, crock pot dinners with family and friends gathered 
around us.  Fall is also a time when the Avon Historical Society swings back into gear offering pro-
grams and exhibits for the community. We hope you enjoy reading this edition of our newsletter 
and learning about Avonôs interesting past.  Looking forward to seeing you all soon! 

,ÌÚÚÈÎÌɯÍÙÖÔɯÛÏÌɯ/ÙÌÚÐËÌÕÛ 

 As of this writing I am pleased to announce that we are 75% done with the demolition, miti-
gation and some repairs to the Derrin Farm House. I am referring to this as Phase 1. As you know 
an accidental fire on May 11th damaged some of the structure and artifacts therein.  The Board of 
Trustees moved quickly toward a solution to have the house brought back to pre-fire condition.  
Thanks to the insurance we have on the building, this will be accomplished on or around November 
4th by American Integrity Restoration (AIR) of Glastonbury, CT.  It took many hours of research, 
interviews and many internal discussions to come to the decision on what company to hire. We are 
very pleased with the results so far.  Recently two of us visited their facility and saw our artifacts in 
various stages of cleaning and restoration and are very pleased with what we saw. We also appre-
ciate many private donations raised thus far. We have $5,000 toward the goal of $25,000 to date.  

 The day of the fire quickly made me realize what it really means to be a ñstewardò of local 
history.  As volunteers we all have busy lives and jobs. But when something of this magnitude hap-
pens we have to pause and think about the good of the community and the mission of the organi-
zation. These past five months have not been easy, but thankfully we have not been alone.  We 
were joined by experts in all aspects of historic properties and collections and have kept an open 
mind as to what needs to be done.  Decisions have been made collectively all along the way.  The 
Trustees are to be commended for their fortitude and patience as this is a long process and we are 
only just starting.  This Fall and Winter we have lots of fundraising to do as there are repairs and 
new installation of portions of the house to be done as we decide what is next with the Derrin 
Farm House. This is Phase 2. No doubt you have thoughts about that too.  We are open to hearing 
what our members and the community have to say.  Please feel free to drop us an e-mail or call to 
leave a message and we will listen and respond.  In the meantime, thank you for your patience 
and if you are so inclined, please make a donation to Phase 2 of this project at:  
www.gofundme.com/derrin or to the address on the last page of this newsletter!  Itôs that simple. 

 Thank you to those who stopped by the Societyôs booth at Avon Day to encourage our con-
tinued work on this historic structure.  We appreciate your interest.  Together we will find our way 
and this historic structure that has been in Avon for over 200 years will be with us for a long time.  

Terri Wilson  

        Derrin House c. 1810                            Pine Grove Schoolhouse c.1865         1st Company Horse Guards Barn c. 1880             Schoolhouse No. 3, 8 E. Main Street 
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AHS NEWSé 

§ The Avon Historical Society is very fortunate in having been approached by six speakers on his-
toric topics offering to present for us as fundraisers for the Derrin Farm House!  This is great 
news.  We will work this winter on an historic subject lecture series for March/April 2017. Watch 
for this as topics presented will cover medicine and camp care in the Civil War; the history of the 
Heubleinôs and their tower; Connecticut Civilian Conservation Corps camps; and more!   

§ An exhibit entitled The Mechanization of Warfare—WWI is being presented by the Society out-
side the Marian Hunter History Room from January-February 2017.  This is coinciding with the 
Stateôs commemoration of the 100th anniversary of the U.S. entry in to the War.  Events will be 
taking place all around Connecticut beginning in April. Avon is starting early in the commemora-
tion with this exhibit and a talk by former Courant editor, David Drury, who will speak on his re-
cently published book Hartford in World War I on Saturday, February 4th at 1:00pm in the Com-
munity Room of the Avon Free Public Library. He will have his book available for purchase and 
signing. But, we need your help!  If you have any items related to WWI that you are willing to 
loan for this exhibit such as, uniforms, bugles, bayonets, camp items, mess kits, overseas caps, 
helmets, Red Cross items, overseas postcards, souvenirs, photo albums, letters from soldiers 
back home, etc., please let us know!  You can reach us via e-mail or phone (see last page for 
contact information) and we will be back in touch to hear what you have to offer. Items would 
not be needed until later in December. For those of you history buffs, the United States World 
War One Centennial Commemoration has a wonderful website to visit:  www.1cc.org  

§ This is an exciting year for one of the farms in Avon.  The Woodford Farm, also known as the 
Pickinô Patch on Nod Road, is 350 years old this year!  This makes it in the top 10 of the oldest 
farms in Connecticut!  This is a great honor and we congratulate their family and all those asso-
ciated with it.  This has been a tough year for all farming due to the drought, so we encourage 
you to visit the Pickinô Patch this Fall to share in their celebration. Wish them ñHappy Birthdayò 
when you stop by! 

§ The Avon Historical Society had a booth at the Farmington Historical Societyôs Sheldonôs Horse 
Revolutionary War encampment on July 16 and 17 at the Farmington Polo Grounds. The Society 
was the only outside group to participate with a booth showing support for the Farmington His-
torical Society. Thanks to Carolyn McGrattan, Eric Throndson, and Dick Rulon for staffing the 
booth.  Deb Key was on the grounds photographing the event as well. We gave out information 
on Avon and had our gift shop items for sale to the public. A bit of history on this unit:  Shel-
donôs Horse, the Second Continental Light Dragoons, was commissioned by Congress under the 
command of Colonel Elisha Sheldon on December 12, 1776 at the direct recommendation of 
General George Washington. Colonel Sheldon led the 5th Regiment Connecticut Light Horse prior 
to the commissioning of this new unit. They served in the Revolutionary War in various capaci-
ties such as being the first ñpony expressò relaying messages along a string of express stations 
between Washingtonôs headquarters and the northern colonies; as advance scouts for the Ameri-
can Army earning the title of ñWashingtonôs Eyesò; they conducted a combined combat operation 
with our French allies in Tarrytown, NY; and, if you are a fan of the AMC show ñTURNò they 
were part of the messaging of the Culper Spy Ring used to send secret information on the British 
to Washington as well as serving as the Generalôs bodyguards while he traveled! Their final mus-
ter was in May 1866 with the death of the last surviving trooper, Lemmuel Cook, at the age of 
107!  The event in July was marked with artillery demonstrations, infantry drills, troop assembly 
and camp reviews.  This was a very special unit in the Revolution created and run by many from 
Connecticut.  The Farmington Historical Society is planning another Revolutionary War encamp-
ment for summer 2017—stay tuned! 



AHS HAPPENINGSé 

§ One year ago an archeological dig was done in Avon along Old Farms Road by Avon Old Farms 
School by local archeologist, Marc Banks, PhD, LLC.  He was commissioned by the town for their 
Old Farms Road Relocation Feasibility Study. Earlier this year the project was determined not 
feasible for many reasons so the Town will not be moving forward on relocation of Old Farms 
Road. However, Mr. Bankôs report is of interest to those of us who appreciate history. Three 
sites were dug and a summary of his report and photos follows: 

 Native American artifacts were recovered at three locations within the project limits during the Phase 1B ar-
chaeological testing. Two of these sites were located on high plateaus near the southern extent of the proposed align-
ment.   

Ŀ          (Site 1) At the more westerly of the plateaus, 23 flakes (small pieces), 1 projectile point stem fragment resem-
bling one half of the base of an Early Archaic (c. 8,000-6,000 BC) bifurcate projectile point and 1 utilized flake were re-
covered from 4 test pits dug at close intervals at depths between 10 and 70 cm below the surface.   
Ŀ        (Site 2) At the top of the second plateau, approximately 1400' to the east, four stone flakes were recovered from 
test pits north and south of the alignment center line.  These finds appear to represent isolated events (i.e., tool mainte-
nance), as no additional artifacts were recovered from arrays of test pits dug around these finds.     
Ŀ        (Site 3) At the third site, twenty-three flakes and 1 utilized flake were also recovered at depths between 35 and 
100 centimeters from 4 test pits south of Old Farms Road near the eastern end of the proposed alignment.    
 
 The absence of additional artifacts or features near the finds at Site 2 suggests a very brief stop by an individu-
al or small group of Native Americans. The four flakes may have resulted from quick repairs to stone tools. Given the 
number of sterile test pits dug in close proximity of these finds, no further archaeological testing appears warranted in 
this area.  Based on the intact soil stratigraphy encountered at Sites 1 and 3 and the quantity and depth of recovered 
artifacts, Phase 2 intensive surveys were recommended at both sites. The sites could add to our understanding of both 
local and regional pre-contact Native American settlement and subsistence.  The Phase 2 investigations would help 
determine the nature, boundaries, possible age and cultural affiliation(s) and integrity of these sites.  This information 
would assist in evaluating the eligibility of these sites for the National Register of Historic Places.  Now that this align-
ment for the road relocation has been rejected, these sites will not be impacted and no further archaeological testing 
will be conducted at this time.  Site forms for these sites are being prepared for the Office of State Archaeology and the 
State Historic Preservation Office site files.  Photos below courtesy of Marc Banks. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
     A stem fragment recovered near the southern end of the     A complete bifurcate projectile point found at a site in 
     proposed road alignment in Avon.      Simsbury for comparison. 
 
 

§ ñLike us on Facebookò can now be said for the Avon Historical Society. Thanks to many who 
have helped launch this over the past several years.  Pam Fahey, Laura Conner, Gigi Burke and  
Carolyn McGrattan.  Carolyn has populated it most recently with lots of photos, stories, links and 
information about all we are doing.  To date over 700 views have been logged in just the past 
two weeks of updates!   

§ The Town of Avon has completed a DRAFT of a 10-year Plan of Conservation and Development.  
It is a comprehensive look at the development of town now and in the future.  The whole report 
is available on line at:  http://www.avonct.gov/planning-community-development/pages/draft-
2016-plan-of-conservation-and-development   Of particular interest to us is the Historic Re-
sources section.  Please take a look at it and contact the Planning Department at the Avon 
Town Hall if you have any comments or suggestions.  A public hearing on this document will 
take place at the Planning & Zoning Commission meeting on Tuesday, October 18 beginning at 
7:00 p.m.  We encourage the public to participate. 

http://www.avonct.gov/planning-community-development/pages/draft-2016-plan-of-conservation-and-development
http://www.avonct.gov/planning-community-development/pages/draft-2016-plan-of-conservation-and-development


THE HISTORY CORNERé 

An Interesting Citizen of Early Avon  —  Mr. Romanta Woodruff 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 Digging for fragments or pieces of information about a person from long ago can be challenging but 
rewarding as it allows one to assemble the pieces to gain insight about who that person was and what his 
life was like.  Such is the case in uncovering details about the life of Romanta Woodruff (1797-1837) of early 
Avon.  This person and his wife, Hannah, had their likenesses painted in oils by Samuel Broadbent, an artist 
known for his realism in capturing his subjects on canvas.  The question becomes, why were Romanta and 
Hannah important enough to have been immortalized in these portraits?  This alone sets them apart from 
the typical residents in Avonôs early farming days, and understanding their lives offers clues to the answer.   

 Romanta was born in Farmington (early Avon was a part of Farmington at that time) on September 
29, 1787, the son of John and Lucy Wells Woodruff.  His first wife was Esther Hinman whom he married in 
1808 when he was 21 years of age.  Unfortunately, Esther passed away in 1809 and Romanta recorded her 
demise in his diary thusly:  Nov. 7 [1809] ñThis day a widower; a day of trial and affliction-my wife with the 
dropsy of the head...expired about (8?) oôclock.  She died like the withering of a flower-Oh, the sting of 
parting.ò  Nov 9 [1809] ñAnother day of trial-buried my lost companion.  Left alone to weep and moan.ò 

 According to deeds in the Farmington town records, Romanta owned property in early Avon by 1807.  
He was a businessman and in this year purchased, along with his brother Luman Woodruff, a clothiers shop 
(for finishing of cloth) in what is today Unionville.  They sold this business in 1811 according to records.  Ro-
mantaôs diary records his meeting with his future bride, Hannah Fairchild Robbins of Wethersfield.  He re-
marks on how pleasant she is during his courtship and they are married in 1811.  Romanta knew the future 
Governor John Treadwell and records that on October 2nd he borrowed his chaise (carriage) to go to Weth-
ersfield to marry Hannah.  He then records the wedding festivities: October 3 ñWas married to Hannah Rob-
bins receiving a very large and agreeable company of both sexes.ò  October 4 ñMy company convened at Mr. 
Robbins and drank the morning toast with joyful glee.ò Hannah goes on to bear him nine children.  Roman-
taôs great, great granddaughter is noted in the history files as saying that he built his home in 1811/1812.  
There is a deed dated March 11, 1811 in the Farmington Town records ñ2 roods with bldgs.--Whortleberry 
Hill Road.ò  The house still stands with two attached dwellings at right angles, one facing Edwards Road, the 
other Huckleberry Hill Road today. 

 There are several deeds for land purchased by Romanta that were contiguous to his property, thus 
he amassed a respectable sized farm.  And on this farm, there was a distillery!  óOl Romanta had a still and 
produced cider brandy, the preferred drink of Colonials.  But the plot thickens...Romanta was also in the 
mercantile business; recorded in his diary as follows: Dec 4 [1811] ñWent to Wethersfield with a load of ap-
ples and cider...sent off by sea...12 barrels apples and butternuts...to sell them in the West Indieséò  In 
1814 Romanta records he sold 341 gallons of [cider] brandy for $383.67 and notes cider is selling for $3.50 
a barrel in Hartford.  So the Woodruffs are doing well financially and there is a reference in óAvon-
Connecticut-An Historical Storyô that the Woodruffs had a second story ballroom in their home and that they 
entertained regularly.  (Continued on next page) 



THE HISTORY CORNER (contôd) 

 It appears the Woodruffs were members of a more elite social and economic status as evi-
denced by this quote by the Reverend Rufus Hawley: ñResiding in this western section of Northing-
ton [early Avon] and representative of its growing power, were the fashionably dressed Romanta 
Woodruff, and his wife Hannah.ò  The Connecticut Historical Society has the portraits of Romanta 
and Hannah Woodruff (see photos on prior page) in their collection.  In a CHS publication, we find 
the answer to the question posed at the beginning of this article as to why Broadbent painted them:  
ñMr. and Mrs. Woodruff of Farmingtonò...by Broadbent, cannot be called a handsome couple, she is 
plain looking but pleasant and earnest, and he is robust, pink cheeked and balding.  The artist saw 
them and set down to the best of his ability what he saw; a small town Yankee couple, plain folk 
but proud and sure they were as good as anybody else.  Woodruff was a farmer and he holds a 
leather bound book with gold on the binding entitled ñAgriculture,ò suggesting not only his occupa-
tion but his interest in the latest farming practices published in contemporary journals.  These paint-
ings are admired today not because they were beautiful people, but because they were honest pic-
tures of real Connecticut Yankees.  ñConnecticut people and Connecticut art they may be, but they 
also transcend the limited locale and are pictures which are appreciated and enjoyed today by a 
wider audience in the world of art.ò  In short, the Romanta Woodruffs were the epitome of the 
newly emerging upper social strata of early Avon large landowners and prosperous businessmen.  

 There has been a recent discovery by a researcher connected with the ñCaptive Peoplesò pro-
ject, a joint venture between the Stanley Whitman House in Farmington and Central Connecticut 
State University [See www.captivepeople.stanleywhitman.org].  Romanta Woodruff had a young 
man by the name of Henry Fairchild [note surname is taken from Hannahôs family] on his farm.  In 
those early days it was not uncommon for well-to-do people to have unpaid labor. However, condi-
tions here in the North were not the same as it was in the deep South.  Oftentimes, northern farm-
ers worked alongside their help in the fields or these people acted as house servants.  It is well-
known that Farmington, of which early Avon was a part, became a national model for anti-slavery in 
the years leading up to the Amistad affair.  So this information in no way diminishes or casts any 
negative aspersions on the Woodruffs as this is what was acceptable in their time.  Based on a con-
versation with a fellow researcher knowledgeable about Henryôs backstory, it is the opinion of this 
author that Henry was taken in by the Woodruffs. 

 Romanta died in 1837 at the young age of 50.  The farm was 
inherited by his son Daniel giving rights to his wife to live there ñwith 
board and clothing as long as she shall liveò.  The Woodruff family 
continued to live on this property for many years.  In the 1860 agricul-
tural census, the distillery business was still in operation with Roman-
taôs son-in-law reporting an annual production of 50 barrels of cider 
worth $1,250.  In the 1890s, Danielôs wife sold some property to the 
Unionville Water Company that built a dam and pond now known as 
the Countryside Park area.  The last generation of the Woodruff family 
to live in the house, the great, great granddaughter of Romanta, sold 
the property to the Connecticut Sand and Gravel Company in 1968.  
This company is no longer in operation and the house is now a private 
residence. Photo credit:  Findagrave, Scrib & Barb Kelly 

 

 

 



THE HISTORY CORNERé 

The Pleasant Street/Middle Street Tavern and Inn of Long Ago 

Years ago, after farming, clearing land of trees, raising barns, and 
attending Church on Sundays, the little time remaining for menôs 
recreation was often spent at the local watering hole-the tavern.  
Here a man could get a drink of hard cider or apple brandy and 
wash away the cares of the day in the company of his neighbors.             

In West Avon, there still stands today a building at 407 West 
Avon Road that was once a tavern and inn and today is a part of 
the Sunnybrook Farms property as it had been long ago under 

different ownership.  The building dates back to 1750 with Micah Woodruff listed in the 1997 Town 
of Avon Architectural Survey as the owner until his death in 1810.  The next owner was Roger 
Woodford, Jr and after him in 1841 was his brother-in-law, the Deacon Carlos C. Day of West Avon 
Congregational Church.  Mr. Day met with a sad ending as according to an account, he was sitting 
on the porch you see in the historic photo above (courtesy Connecticut State Library archives 1935 
W.P.A. survey) and was struck dead by lightening.  The property passed to August G.  DeVaux and 
it became a dairy farm.  Today the plant nursery building adjoining the house used to be the former 
milk processing room and the cement ramp where the milk cans were rolled up into the building, is 
still there.  The building today is a private residence upstairs with a barber shop downstairs. 

Although the building has been updated over the years [the porch on the south side is long gone], 
the ñhouse has architectural and historical interest as one of Avonôs 18th century houseséò  Appar-
ently the chimney lost its original ñtwo or three courses of corbelling along the top.ò  However, ñits 
five-bay form, overall proportions, and large center chimney clearly 
identify it as a product of the era when Avon was an outlying agri-
cultural area within the town of Farmington [early Avon].ò  These 
quotes are taken from the 1997 Town of Avon Architectural Sur-
vey.  In the same document, the house is listed on the State Regis-
ter of Historic Places.   

Back in its heyday the Inn and tavern were then (as today) on the 
main road leading into town.  Many farms were located along West 
Avon Road and wagons passed by on their way to bring farm pro-
duce into town.  After the work was done, the way back was an opportune time to stop in at the 
tavern.  The conviviality of sharing stories around the bar while imbibing some spirits must have 
been such a male bonding experience for the weary farmers.  But they couldnôt tarry too late as the 
sun came up early and a farmerôs life rose and set with it.  It would be yet another day of driving a 
team, plowing a field, building a stone wall, bringing in the field crops-another typical day on an ear-
ly West Avon farm.     (Photo of original fireplace with redstone courtesy of Laurie Mercuri) 

Today the nursery business is owned in partnership by Dave Anderson and Laurie Mercuri.  Mr. An-
derson and Gary Fernquist, owners of the old house, were kind enough to take a photo of one of 
the buildingôs original five fireplaces for this article.  The nursery has been in operation for thirty 
nine years.   



SPOTLIGHT ON... 

 

 

 

 

 

 

North Blacksmith Shop at The North House 

Recently I was given a guided tour of The North House, the restaurant formerly known as Avon Old 
Farms by one of the new owners, Chris Chabot.  The Avon Historical Society will be holding a fund-
raising event in the grand ballroom next Spring 2017, so I wanted to see the facility.  What im-
pressed me was the seamless blending of the historic inn and blacksmith shop-originally owned by 
the North family who came to Northington (early Avon) in the late 1600s-with the modern additions. 

I was delighted the new owners appreciated the history of the property as Chris personally went to 
the Marian M. Hunter Local History Room at Avon Free Public Library to research the original owners 
and history of the building-hence, the very appropriate name.  I was most interested in seeing the 
Forge Room that prior to this, I had only read about. Walking in, I was so pleased to see the original 
blacksmithôs forge in all its charred glory.  As you can see from the photos, this brick forge goes 
from floor to ceiling and is quite massive.  There are other antiques on display, including a large bel-
lows, but it isnôt known if they were added for décor later on. 

Chris pointed out that laid in the slate floor, were several red bricks forming an arrow pointing to 
compass North.  This was quite clever of the early owners.  Outside on the wall of the shop is a 
plaque, see photo, with the initials J.N. 1832.  This was John Northôs blacksmith shop originally.  I 

like to imagine what the intersection where the restaurant sits looked like 300 
years ago-dirt roads, stage coaches going by, wagons pulled by horses headed to 
Hartford to sell farm goods, folks stopping at the Inn.  This was then called Nod 
Four Corners.  The stage took folks over the mountain to Hartford or as far away 
as Albany, New York.  I see in my mindôs eye, ladies dressed in long dresses get-
ting off the stagecoach; I see a stable boy unhooking the team and bringing in a 

fresh team for the next run; I see smoke billowing out of the forgeôs chimney while Mr. North ham-
mers new horseshoes for a customer.  What a marvelous picture to envision! 

It is hard to imagine those long ago days in Avonôs early history.  But I am grateful the new owners 
of The North House have preserved this irreplaceable town treasure while modernizing the facility 
for contemporary use.  Kudos to the Chabot family for recognizing the historical importance of the 
forge and maintaining the integrity of the Northôs blacksmith shop.  Likeminded people must be 
stewards of these relics of the past for once lost, they are gone forever and the history behind them 
fades into obscurity.        Photo credit:  Janet M. Conner, AHS 

We at the Avon Historical Society strive to keep Avonôs early history alive through our newsletters, 
our events, our community service, school exhibits and presentations.  We welcome new members 
to help us in our mission to preserve our Townôs heritage.  The Special Projects Committee of the 
Society has many opportunities for research, writing, exhibit work and hospitality.  If you donôt have 
time for hands on work, we would very much appreciate your membership dollars to support our 
work to insure Avonôs history is passed on to the next generation of residents, our children. 



DID YOU KNOW? 

The lecture series ñOne Square in Avonôs Heritage 
Quilt History-The Derrins of West Avonò was well-
received by those in attendance as survey responses 
indicated.  The series featured notable guest speakers 
Nicholas Bellantoni, former State Archaeologist, Robert 
M. Thorson, Professor of Geology at UCONN, Kathe-
rine Hermes, Chair of History Department at Central 
Connecticut State University, Diana Ross McCain, for-
mer head of the Waterman Research Center at Con-
necticut Historical Society, Mrs. Janet Carville, owner 
of the Pickin Patch, and lecture creator Janet M. Con-
ner, Head of Special Projects for the Society.  In the 
photo above are Mrs. Conner and special guest, Sean 
Gilmore in the role of óEphraim Durham (Derrin)ô.   This series was graciously sponsored in part by a 
donation from The Avon/Canton Lions Club and a grant from the Connecticut Humanities Council.  It 
is hoped that state funding will be restored to make grant money available once again to historical 
societies, museums and historical sites.  We at the Society hope to be be able offer you the same 
quality programming next year, should we obtain any additional grant funding.  In the meantime, 
the Society will continue to work to preserve the Townôs collective heritage history.  

Photo credit:  Terri Wilson, AHS 

 

 

Pictured left, Janet M. Conner and Sean Gilmore, right 
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