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OLD HOUSES AND TAVERNS OF ROCKY HILL

     It must have taken courage for the white settlers to leave Wethersfield and journey to the wilderness to build their homes on the outskirt of civilization.
     Wethersfield, Connecticut’s oldest town, at first included Rocky Hill and our early history is one with that of hers.

     The oldest house recorded on our land was Fort Deming, one of the five fortified houses in Wethersfield during the French and Indian Wars.  It stood on the corner of the present Main and Parsonage Streets where only recently its foundation of sandstone was uncovered when a barn was razed.  This is said to be that of the old fort.

     There about seventy of the old New England houses still standing in Rocky Hill, which was called Stepney Parish from 1722-1843 when it became incorporated as the Town of Rocky Hill.

     As we enter Rocky Hill from Wethersfield we come to one of the first dwelling houses built in the town at 15 Main Street known as the Phillip Goffe House.  Phillip Goffe was the first town crier of Wethersfield in 1655.  It is at present owned by Mr. and Mrs. Arnold Mooz, whose daughter Gail is in my fourth grade room.
     The house is large and by the standards of 1655 it must have been considered immense.

     Architecturally, the house is an English gambrel containing eight rooms.  This house is believed to be the second oldest house in the state, dating from pre-Revolutionary War days.

     There are three fireplaces, one in the living room, one in the parlor and one in the dining room.

     A fireplace in the basement was used for smoking food.  At present this is closed in.

     Paneling above the fireplace and around the main living room is random width pine, with some boards as wide as twenty-eight inches.

     All of the corner posts in the house are visible and are the original hand hewn units.  They are tapered from top to bottom as they are a product of an industry that once thrived in Wethersfield shipbuilding.  The beams are also hand hewn with the structural members joined by wooden pegs.

     In the living room is the old settle that was constructed to fit the main fireplace.  It was used to keep the fire banked in the fireplace.  

     The living room extending across the rear of the house is twenty-four feet by twelve feet.  At one time this single room was two rooms – one the kitchen and the other the borning room.  This room contains the original kitchen fireplace with its brick baking oven to one side of the fireplace opening.  Above the baking oven is a cupboard where molasses and honey were stored to keep these foods free running during cold weather.

     The gambreled roof at the rear was removed and a dormer window installed, increasing usable space across the rear.

     By far the most conspicuous of Rocky Hill’s old houses was the Robbins House built in 1767 by Esquire John Robbins, the wealthiest and most influential man of his family and of Stepney Parish.   It is located at 69 North Main Street.
     This house had a regal origin.  King George II granted 2,000 acres of land to his son, the Duke of Cumberland, who in turn sold this parcel to John Robbins, Esquire, and famous sea captain.  An esquire was a Justice of the Peace and considered a most important man of the community.

     The house has the distinction of being the first in Connecticut to be built of native brick.  The clay was taken from a pasture west of the house.  Every fourth course is made of headers and stretchers.  These are three stories and an attic in height.  There are three chimneys with solid foundations of dressed stone.  The kitchen “ell” was the slave’s quarters.

     It has a gambrel room, dormer windows and a circular window in each gable above the attic window,

     In style, material and construction, it was, in its day, esteemed as about the finest house in the colony.  It is well preserved.
     At one time it was used as a tavern.  The old tavern sign bore a painting supposed to represent the Duke of Cumberland on horseback.  This old sign, weather worn and scarred by the rains and suns of many years is perforated by several bullet holes.  The sign is in a collection at the Wadsworth Atheneum at Hartford but must have been loaned to Mystic Museum because I saw it there last summer.

     It is a matter of controversy as to whether the bullet holes were made by soldiers of the Revolutionary War as they rode through town or they may be the result of the Fourth of July celebrations of the young republic.

     When used as a tavern it was fitted out with furniture from England.  The receipted bills for the furniture are in the possession of Philemon W. Robbins.  He also furnished the engraving of this house which is frontispiece of Stiles History of Connecticut, Volume I.

     In talking with the daughter of a former owner of the house, I learned that the closets are painted with brick dust and buttermilk mixed to make the paint.  They are still in good condition.

     The paneling and hand carving around the top of the rooms is almost priceless.  The banister’s newel posts are also carved by hand.  The original knocker is still on the front door.

     The former owner also told me these facts about the house: A spiral staircase reached the sleeping floor of the slave quarters; the largest number of slaves held north of the Mason-Dixon line was reported to be held there; a large iron ring is still attached to the roof timbers of the slave quarters where recalcitrant slaves were chained; over the third floor was a suspended floor used for storing dried seeds; the rafters of the roof were put together with wooden pegs from which seeds were suspended for drying; both slave quarters and the kitchen have large fireplaces to the right of which are Dutch ovens; the fireplace in the basement is large enough to hold an entire ox; it was used for preparing foods for storage and to its left is a domed structure large enough for a man to stand in – it is believed that this was used for smoking meats.
     Further down Main Street at No. 147 we come to the Talcott Arnold House.  This property was bought by Jabez V. Talcott from Samuel H. P. Hall, house and land for $475, who bought it from Ira Chappell for $500.

     At the rear of the house there is a well.  In a small shop building south of the house brooms were made.
     The house consists of seven rooms and pantry.  It has a center chimney of brick.  The entrance is in the center front on the west side.  The main doorway has sidelights with plain frames.  The present entrance and the door dates from the Greek Revival period.  The living room at that time was called the “keeping room.”  The parlor has a corner cupboard.  There are paneled beams at the edge of the ceilings all around and across the center of the ceiling.  The kitchen has a brick oven.  The cellar is under the north half of the house.  There is a lower attic in the lean-to and above these two “second story” rooms is an upper attic.  HL hinges are on the doors and cupboards.

     From a letter written by a former owner it is learned that the house was built in 1764.  This date being on a brick in the chimney.  She said the chimney needed repairs and she instructed the bricklayer to be sure and not cover up that date.  This was not done and he could not tell which brick it was.
     There is no good record of any other Arnold in connection with the house except Talcott Arnold whose only child died in 1843.

     As we come farther down Main Street we come to the intersection of Main Street, Washington Street, and Riverview Road.  This was once called Riley’s Corner because the five Riley brothers built there.  These houses are still being occupied.

     One of them has special interest to me because my husband’s family owned it.  It is called the Roger Riley House.  From papers in the family, I learned that on October 3, 1871, it was deeded to Janis T. Chauncey and Reginald Welles by Timothy Gilbert who on November 11, 1870, received the deed from Lucy R. Bulkley.  This was recorded in Volume IX, page 202.
     It is located at the corner of Main and Washington Streets on the original seven acre lot.  It was built in 1771 by Captain Roger Riley who was one of many sea captains sailing from Rocky Hill.  I have a copy of a deed of Moses Williams to Roger Riley dated 1787.

     The main house has nine rooms besides three rooms in the lean-to, also eight closets 6’ x 6’, and two large halls.  The interior is all native pine.  The twenty-six foot kitchen has the original Dutch oven and the immense fireplace.  There are six other fireplaces all usable.  All of the downstairs rooms and two upstairs rooms have paneling.  The front door is Dutch Colonial with strap hinges forty-two inches long.  There is 36 pair of original H and L hinges.  The attic is unique – 42’ by 36’.  It is said that cock fights were held there.

     Captain Riley was a charter member of Columbia A.F. & A.M. and it is believed a meeting was held in his home.

     Captain Walt Robbins built Shipman’s Tavern and lived there in 1790.  There were eight in the family and one slave.  (From Mr. Button’s papers.)  For thirty-eight years until 1875 it was kept as one of Connecticut’s most famous taverns by Sam Shipman.  The barroom was in the basement and many guests were from Hartford.
     A coat of arms was given to Uncle Sam Shipman, as he was called by some of his guests, and the initials at the top represented the donors –D-R-T-B-S, that is D for Henry Deming who was the mayor of Hartford, R for Colonel Russ, T for Henry Trumbull, B for George Brinley and S for Isaac Stuart, designer of the coat of arms.  The lower section showed a ship and a man.  In the center were shade, birds and dogs.

     Mr. Shipman’s daughter, Mrs. Smith, contributed pictures, news clippings and the coat of arms to the Mayor of Far Hills, New Jersey, whose name is Reeve Schley.  Mr. Schley is Vice-President of the Chase National Bank in New York City.

     When the Tavern was being demolished for re-erection, it was found written on a ship’s timber incorporated in the construction of the building the specifications and dimensions of the material that went into it.  This tavern, moved piece by piece, was made a wing on the Schley home.  Another New Jersey tavern of the same period was used to form the corresponding wing.  The interior of the Schley house was damaged by fire and water.

     Captain Asa Deming’s house was another Rocky Hill house which was moved to another state.  This twelve room house was taken piece by piece and loaded on a box-car headed for Needham, Massachusetts.

     This house had hand hewn beams, secret passageways, paneled walls and stone fireplaces.  It was built in 1785.  Some of the original magnifying glass panes are still in its windows which had twenty-four panes.  One of the workmen who dismantled the house was heard to remark, “Those panes could have been purchased some years ago, when they were plentiful, for ten cents apiece.  Now they would cost more than a dollar each.”

     The front door which is eight feet high swings in halves, Dutch fashion.  In the upper panel of the door are two oval bullseye windows, one on either side.  Above the entrance is a large window with rounded head.

     A deed to the land sold to Asa Deming by Moses and Martha 
Williams shows the purchase of one piece of land situated in said Wethersfield in Stepney Society, near Rocky Hill landing, containing the “road.”
     The Samuel Wright House built in 1671 and later used as a toll gate house still stands at 555 Main Street called the Toll House.  Toll was collected from those using the main road to Middletown.  To avoid payment of toll, some took one of the roads to the Shun Pike, the present Cromwell Avenue.  Toll was collected as late as 1877.
     The property was bought in 1807 from Jacob Gibbs.  In 1856 Middlesex Turnpike sold it to Henry J. Smith who sold it to Walter Smith in 1866 who took the tolls.  Walter Smith sold it to Julia Hayden in 1912 whose husband gave it to his daughter.  It was sold once more and then to Caroline and Russell Deihm, the present occupants.

     From Dr. R. W. Griswold’s notes, in Stiles Volume I, Page 726, we learn of a building in Rocky Hill called the “Long Tavern.”  He describes it as being between the Old Sail Loft and Walt William’s store and near the present railroad station.  It was originally owned by Grimes and was for years kept by the widow of Abigail Robbins.
     It was built partly of brick and partly of stone and at different periods.  The north half was the oldest portion and was built in 1754 by Oliver Pomeroy.   The southern portion became the Long House of tavern and was probably his addition.  This house has been gone a long time and had a nine-pin alley attached to it.

     Dr. Griswold notes that in about what was the middle front chamber of the older half of the house was a fireplace quite unique in character, being oval in form from the hearth up, the back curved under in a cavernous shape, quite different from old fireplaces and which would in these days been considered “quite a study for an artist.”

     Pomeroy died September 30, 1776, at the age of forty-six.  He is buried in Rocky Hill Cemetery.

     These are but a few of the numerous fine examples of Colonial architecture remaining in Rocky Hill.  They are probably the best known of these houses.  Today modern type houses have sprung up among the old.  In spite of this growth much of Rocky Hill retains the flavor of the past.

-------------
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