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Looking Back in Harwinton’s History

Ample History
Found In

Skinner House

The Jason Skinner House, a stately two-
story white Greek revival house with a lot
of history in and of itself stands at the

head of Harwinton's Wintergreen housing
complex for the elderly at 60 Bentley
Drive. A community building for the

senior complex, it houses an office, a main-
floor parlor for receptions and meetings, and
a kitchen and laundry facility for residents.

Upstairs an extensive repository of books,
albums and artifacts related to the history of
the town is under the auspices of the
Harwinton Historical Society. The house was
named to the National Register of Historic
Places on June 19, 1985, and moved from its
original site off South Road to its present
location in 1987.

The stately building can be traced from its
origins in the early 19th century to modern
times and is linked to some well-known names,
according to Town Historian Roger Plaskett.
The house was built in the early 1800's by
Aaron Skinner; Plaskett believes the year was
1801. Aaron Skinner lived in the house until
1830 when he sold it to his son, Jason, from
whom the building takes its name. It originally

The Jason Skinner House today

stood back from South Road about a mile from
the center green.

Jason Skinner owned the house for 36 years
and eventually sold it to Ezekiel Scoville in
1866. Three years later Scoville sold it to his
daughter Amorette and her husband Elizjah
Lloyd. The site was operated as a family farm
until 1905 when Amorette died.

The property passed to Amorette's daughter,
Bulah Lloyd and her husband, John William
Shanley, who owned it until 1931. They were
the parents of Lloyd Shanley Jr., who served as
Harwinton First Selectman for many years and
was Town Historian during his era before
Plaskett.

The Shanleys sold the property to John Henry

Skinner, continued on page 3
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ULYSSES S. GRANT
Subject of Sunday, Dec. 3, Program

With renewed interest recently by historians,
Ulysses S. Grant has undergone a dramatic
re-evaluation. Long regarded as one of the
worst presidents in American history, Grant
is now receiving praise.

The Harwinton Historical Society will
provide a discussion of the life and times of
the man who became the Union’s greatest
general during the Civil War and who fought
valiantly to protect African Americans
following the war.

The program is free and will take place on
Sunday, December 3, 2017 from 2 to 4 p.m. at
the Harwinton Library with Dr. Karl Valois,
University of Connecticut history professor,
leading the presentation. The Society invites
all who are interested. Registration is not
necessary.

A Bit of TRIVIA

Question: The first execution in America of a
person for the crime of witchcraft didn't take
place in Salem, MA, or anywhere else on the
north shore of the Bay State. Where did it take
place?

Question: Answer on page 3

MARK YOUR CALENDARS !
The Historical Socangt yo6s
election of officers will be held on Sunday
afternoon, Jan. 28th at the Harwinton Senior
Center on Weingart Road. In the event of a
snow storm, the meeting will be held on the
following Sunday.
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Thank you to members Andrea and Jay
LaFrance for decorating the sign post in
front of the First District Schoolhouse for
the holidays. Lights in the schoolhouse
windows will be on during the month of
December.
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The Skinner House
Continued from page 1

Roraback, a successful businessman and
one of the most powerful political figures of
his time both in the state and nationally. At
one time he owned about 10 percent of
Harwinton, including several farms and
houses, Plaskett noted. One on Plymouth
Road serves as the Western District
Headquarters of the state Department of
Energy and Environmental Protection.

A practicing attorney, Roraback was
founder and president of the Connecticut
Light and Power Co. (now Eversource) and
president of the Connecticut Electric
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The Jason Skinner House before it was moved and

restored 30 years ago

Service Company. He was chairman of the State Republican Central Committee and a member of the
Republican National Committee and the Calvin Coolidge Re-election National Committee. He is thought
to have hosted Coolidge and Herbert Hoover at his home, the Skinner House.

AfLooking Baakributed by Joyce Peck

Scholarship Committee

The Historical Societydp s Boar d
formed a scholarship committee to begin
formulating plans to award funds in 2018 to a
local resident who will be continuing his or her
education. The start-up committee members
are all former educators and include Bruce
Burnett, Nancy Schnyer, Martha Lecko and
Eleanor Woike. Anyone interested in helping
should email harwhistsoc@gmail.com or
contact Bruce Burnett at 860-485-9805.

Trivia Answer (from page 2):

Answer: The first such execution took place in
1647 in Connecticut when Colonist Alice
Young, a Windsor resident, was hung
somewhere in Hartford. The case is detailed in
Beth Caruso's book "One of Windsor."

Connecticut in the Civil War

dés Dir e gr} Sgnrd%y, Jan. 7th from 2 to 4 p.m. at the

Harwinton Library, Associate Professor of
History Lutris Hamish will describe how
Connecticut provided a greater percentage of
its citizens as Union manpower than any
other state during the Civil War. Connecticut
soldiers and sailors underwent triumph and
tragedy in every theater of operations in the
war. In addition, Connecticut was the arsenal
of the Union, with factories producing
uniforms, guns, and equipment for the Union
in unheard of profusion, making Union
armies the best-equipped in human history
until that time. Professor Hamish paints a
portrait of Connecticut in the Civil War, a
contradictory picture of a state on the cusp of
change, though struggling to retain a way of
life rapidly fading into a bucolic past.
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The Barn Corner

Lighting Part I: Creating Light Without Electricity /)

Hanging in the Historical Society’s barn
museum are four lanterns, and at least one
other sits on the shelf. They all have two things
in common: they can provide some light and
they all use kerosene for fuel.

Originally, kerosene was refined from coal, and
was often referred to as "coal oil,” but it was
not abundantly available until the 1860s. Coal
oil had to be piped in and because it burned
with too much smoke for indoor use, it was
used only in cities and mostly for outdoor
lighting. Whale oil was considered far superior
at that time.

The change came with the 1858 opening of
Drake's commercial oil well in western
Pennsylvania. Other oil wells soon followed,
and the supply of petroleum became plentiful.
Refinement of the new source of kerosene
resulted in an improved product, and by the
1860’s, kerosene was the dominant fuel for
lighting for the next 40 years. So, the lamps in
the barn only tell a portion of the story.

Light Sources in Early Harwinton

Since Harwinton was settled in the early 1700's,
there had to have been other sources of light
used in houses and barns. Although there are
no examples in our barn at this time, a
discussion of some forms of early lighting that
might have been used needs to be told.
Perhaps the most common source of light in
early Harwinton homes (besides sun light) was
the cook fire, which was burning most of the
day for most of the year.

Pine tree knots also provided some of the
earliest and most primitive forms of lighting.

Kerosene Lantern

For this reason, the pine tree was often
referred to as "candlewood." The knots were
often deposited in an iron cradle-like container
called a cresset. Qil, grease, wood, coal or pine
knots were burned like a torch that was
typically mounted on a pole. Because the
knots contained a sticky tar-light substance and
were smoky when lit, the cresset was
sometimes placed on a flat stone at the edge of
the fireplace. This protected the floor from a
sticky mess. Candlewood was used for many
years, especially by poorer families. When
laying in supplies for the winter, a prudent
farmer would stock an ample supply of pine
knots along with hay and firewood.

Tallow for Candles

Another improvement in home lighting came in
the form of the tallow candle. Tallow is the
fatty tissue or suet of animals. This became
increasingly significant as the number of cows
and pigs increased, making the supply of tallow
more abundant. On the Frontier, tallow from
deer, moose, and bear was also used. First, bits
of meat, gristle, or muscle were trimmed from
the fat. The tallow, or fat, was heated so that it
was rendered or reduced to rid it of impurities.
As the fat was heated any remaining residue
would rise to the top and would be skimmed
off when the fat cooled. What was left was
tallow suitable for making candles.

Lighting, continued on page 5
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Lighting, continued from page 4

When poured into an air-tight container, pure
tallow would not spoil for a long time.

Candle wicks were made from spinning fibers of
hemp, cotton, or milkweed. Although candles
could be purchased, the thrifty housewife
saved important pennies by making candles.
This chore was done in the fall, to ready a
supply for the long, dark winter season.

To begin the candle-making process, the tallow
was heated in a large iron kettle over a large
fire. One end of the wick was dipped into the
tallow and tied to a 15 to 18-inch piece of
slender wood called a candle rod. The candle

Making hand-dipped candles

rods were placed on two thicker candle poles traveling dealers in household items, often
which were often supported by two kitchen called chandlers, would go from house to
chairs placed back-to-back. Boards or cloth house, bringing their molds with them to make
were placed on the floor to prevent the tallow the candles successfully. Larger molds could
drippings from dirtying the floor which had to make up to two dozen candles at a time, but
be cleaned often. Each candle rod usually held molds making six candles or fewer were most
up to eight candles. The wicks were carefully common.

straightened then dipped into the hot tallow,
allowed to cool and harden before being
dipped again. The process was continued until
the candles reached their desired size. If the
room was cool enough for faster drying
between dips, a skilled candle maker could
make 200 candles in one batch. One can
observe this process today by visiting Old
Sturbridge Village in Sturbridge, Mass. or Candles were also made from other fuel
Yankee Candle in Deerfield, Mass. sources. Farmers kept bee hives, not just for
the honey, but for the wax that the bees
produced. The bees wax was often pressed
Tallow candles could also be made by pouring around the wick and shaped by hand.
hot tallow into round candle molds, which were
made either of tin or pewter. Each wick was
attached by a wire or nail to the top of the
mold. The wick was centered, and the tallow Lighting, continued on page 6
poured carefully into the mold. Skilled

The completed candles were carefully placed in
candle boxes and stored in a dark closet to
keep them from turning yellow. A tin candle
box often hung on the edge of the fireplace
mantle. The box contained two or three
candles to conveniently replace those that had
burned down.

Chandlers

Rush — the grass-like plant that grows in marsh
land — provided another candle-making supply.
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Lighting, continued from page 5

The rush bark was stripped down to the center
pith, then dipped into grease or fat, and cooled
until it hardened. Rush lights were a type of
candle or small torch and very inexpensive to
make. Pieces of rush were also used as a wick
in ordinary wax or tallow candles.

Bayberries provided another material for
candles. The berries from the bayberry shrub
were picked when ripe in the late fall, then
boiled to separate the wax from the berry. The
berries were then skimmed off and the liquid
allowed to cool. The bayberry wax was
collected, reheated and made into the green
candles that one can still find today. Bayberry
candles do not bend as easily in heat as other
candles, do not melt in summer, and give off a
pleasing odor when extinguished. They are also
sometimes called “candleberries”.

While many people associate the whaling
industry with oil lamps, whaling also
contributed to improvements in candle making.
It was discovered that a certain type of toothed
whale (the sperm whale) stored a candle-
making substance called spermaceti in its head.
It was said that one spermaceti candle gave off
as much light as three tallow candles and had a
bigger and brighter flame. Spermaceti became
popular because it greatly improved candle
illumination or brightness.

The development and improvement of
different types of lighting and lighting sources -
namely whale oil, kerosene, gas and eventually
electricity - eventually made candle
illumination obsolete, except for creating room
ambience and for times when electrical power
was lost or not available. These other kinds will
be discussed in article "Lighting Part II" next
month.

References: Alice Morse Earle, Rushlight Club, Raymond Bentley

The Barn Corner articles — which highlight items on display in the Historical Society’s barn museum -

are contributed by David Ryan.

Catlin Homestead Plate Returns to Harwinton

Robert “Bob” Cleaveland has many fond memories

of time spent at the Catlin Homestead on the corner

of Burlington and Locust roads in Harwinton where
his grandparents lived for many years. This past
October, Bob and his wife Deanna carried a hand-

painted plate featuring a picture of the Catlin house

from their home in Washington State back to
Harwinton where they hoped to present it to the
home’s current owners. The Cleavelands were in

the area to attend Bob’s 55" Torrington High School

reunion. Unable to make a connection due to time
limitations, the Cleavelands left the plate with
Historical Society President Bonnie Andrews who
arranged to pass it along to the home’s owners
Frank Chiaramonte and Gervis Archer.

Like us on Facebook

Bonnie Andrews presents a plate hand-painted
by Alice Cranston Fenner of Litchfield to Frank
Chiaramonte, one of the current owners of the
Catlin House.
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WISHING YOU
A WONDERFUL
HOLIDAY SEASON
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