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PRESIDENT’S CORNER 
 
     Our thanks go to Norman Stevens for organizing the exciting meetings for this year.  We meet for the first time 
this spring on April 21, 7:30 p.m. in the Buchanan Auditorium at the Mansfield Public Library on Rt. 89.  
Rebecca Rule, a storyteller from Northwood, New Hampshire, will present a program entitled: “Better Than a 
Poke in the Eye; An Evening of Yankee Humor”.  Details are below.  There will be another meeting on May 25 
when Abigail Van Slyck will speak on “The Social History of Architecture”, also at Buchanan Auditorium.   Note 
that, due to the Memorial Day weekend, it is planned for a Thursday evening rather than the usual Friday. 
     Also remember that our Museum opening will be on Sunday, June 4.  This has kept the Museum Committee 
busy, for the date fast approaches; we thank them for all their preparation and hard work.      
     Thanks to all who have sent their dues and donations; this year in particular we need help in meeting the goals 
in our modest budget.  If you have forgotten, now is the appropriate time.  Thank you and I encourage you all to 
attend our upcoming events.      

Frank Trainor, President 
 

MARK YOUR CALENDARS FOR THESE UPCOMING EVENTS! 
 

FRIDAY, APRIL 21: “Better Than a Poke in the Eye; An  Evening of Yankee Humor” 
7:30 p.m. Buchanan Auditorium, Mansfield Public Lib rary  
     Rebecca Rule, a storyteller from Northwood New Hampshire, will regale us with her stories of life in the small 
towns of New England. Her stories are in the best tradition of Marshall Dodge, Keith Jennison, Rowland 
Robinson, and others of their ilk. Be prepared to laugh as you may recognize if not familiar stories at least similar 
incidents that you’ve seen or been involved in. Be prepared to share your own stories. 
 
THURSDAY, MAY 25: “The Social History of Architectu re”  (Note: This is a Thursday meeting!) 
7:30 p.m. Buchanan Auditorium, Mansfield Public Lib rary  
     Abigail Van Slyck, Dayton Associate Professor of Art History and Director of the Architectural Studies 
Program at Connecticut College, will discuss the relationship between social institutions and architecture, using 
examples drawn from her own work. That work includes the history of Carnegie libraries, summer camps, and the 
relationship between readers and books in libraries from the middle of the 19th century through the middle of the 
20th century. She is the curator of an exhibit Commerce and Culture: Architecture and Society on New London’s 
State Street that will be at the Lyman Allen Art Museum in New London through April 10, 2006. 
 
SUNDAY, JUNE 4 – Museum Opening 
1:30 – 4:30 p.m., Mansfield Historical Society Muse um 

  
NEWS FROM THE MUSEUM 

 
     The Museum Committee is hard at work on six new displays – a very ambitious project.  Work is progressing 
but much needs to be done before we open on June 4.  April and May will be VERY busy times at the museum!   

 
MANSFIELD HISTORICAL SOCIETY 

NEWSLETTER  



     Our most ambitious new exhibit focuses on 
Czech and Hungarian immigrants who settled in the 
neighboring towns of Mansfield, Ashford and 
Willington in the early 1900s.  They populated many 
of the abandoned farms in the area and brought them 
back to life.  The Willington Historical Society is 
partnering with us on this exhibit.  Gardner Hall Jr. 
recruited many Czechs off the boat at Ellis Island to 
work in his Thread Company in Willington.   A 
number of them had been skilled mother-of-pearl 
button makers in their native land and soon 
established button shops in Willington and 
Mansfield.  Some of these Czech and Hungarian 
families still live in the area.  A number have agreed 
to be interviewed and to loan family memorabilia for 
the exhibit, which will be in the Old Town Hall. 
     This year marks the University of Connecticut’s 
125th anniversary.  The front room of the main 
building will feature an exhibit showing what 
Mansfield was like in the 1880s when UConn’s 
predecessor, the Storrs Agricultural School, was 
established.  It will include photographs, newspaper 
articles and even some costumes from this period.  It 
should give some local historical context to the 
anniversary exhibits on view at the University. 
     In the adjacent gallery, Gregory Cichowski’s 
photographs showing the dismantling of the Ash 
house and its reconstruction on his property will be 
exhibited.  Some of you will recall Greg’s 
fascinating talk about this project at our Annual 
Meeting last September.  The 17th century saltbox 
was long a familiar sight on Route 195 next to 
Mansfield Supply.  Some of the artifacts found 
during the archaeological site study by TRC 
Solutions will also be on display. These are on loan 
from the Connecticut Archaeology Center.  
     A collection of Victorian planters and jardinières, 
loaned by Isabelle Atwood, will be displayed in the 
furniture gallery, filled with period-appropriate silk 
plants.  Joan Gerdsen and Joyce Passmore are also 
planning an exhibit of place settings and serving 
pieces for the glass display cases in the vault area.  
They are seeking examples of china, glassware and 
flatware of different eras for this display.  If you are 
willing to loan any of your family heirlooms, please 
contact the museum at (860) 429-6575. 
     And last, but not least, this year’s kitchen display 
will focus on housekeeping in the early 1900s.  It 
will include vignettes representing cleaning and 
laundry chores, supplemented by excerpts from 
period housekeeping manuals and advertisements for 
period cleaning products. 
     In our next newsletter we will detail our plans for 
our opening day on Sunday, June 4.  If all works out, 
it will be an exciting event! 

Ann Galonska, Museum Director 

 
 
DATING MY OLD HOUSE (And Discovering 

That Sometimes It Can Be Done) 
By Frank Wemple 

 
     When owners of old houses set out to determine 
when their houses were built, most undoubtedly 
hope, as I did, to find a deed that contains a 
statement like “. . . and including my dwelling house 
that I built in 1803 . . .” or to uncover the diary of 
the builder that contains an entry like “17th March, 
1803: Began construction of my dwelling house.”  
Unfortunately, few people are so lucky and I was 
certainly not one of those few. 
     When I bought the old Cape Cod farmhouse at 
223 Puddin Lane four years ago, the seller told me it 
was built in 1745.  She gave me a copy of the results 
of some research done by a previous owner which 
appeared to prove that the house was indeed built in 
1745.  Or was it?  I wasn’t so sure.  I had enough 
knowledge about old houses to make me think that 
this one was built later than 1745.  A friend who 
knows old houses looked the house over and said he 
was pretty certain it could not have been built as 
early as 1745 and he pointed out some features that 
backed up his assertion.   
     I then embarked on some research in hopes of 
discovering when my house was actually built.  I 
read a few books about early construction, hardware 
and techniques for dating early houses.  These 
sources reinforced what I already knew which was 
that the design and appearance of houses built in the 
early to mid Eighteenth Century differed very little 
from those built in the early Nineteenth Century and 
this was particularly true with Cape Cod style 
farmhouses.  Consequently, it is easy to understand 
how some people thought this house could have 
been built as early as 1745.  
     I also spent many hours studying Mansfield land 
records and at first I was rather discouraged.  First of 
all, I had to learn how to decipher the often virtually 
illegible early handwriting which tended to make my 
eyes cross and my head ache.  Then I discovered I 



had misidentified some early owners and had gone 
down the trail of some property that wasn’t even in 
this immediate area.  Finally I was able to identify 
the true deed trail, but I was disappointed that I 
could find no clue or even a hint about who built my 
house or when he built it.   
     I did determine that there was an earlier house on 
this site that was built between 1720 and 1723, but 
obviously mine wasn’t that house.  I knew this house 
was built on the same site as the earlier house 
because the cellar walls from the old house still exist 
inside the cellar walls under the back of the ell 
which was built at the same time as the main part of 
the house.  The builder obviously wanted the ell to 
be bigger than the original cellar foundation, so he 
dug out around the old walls and built new walls.  
     At this point I figured the best I could do was to 
come up with a period within which the house was 
most likely built, so I listed all the features that 
could be assigned to a date range.  These included 
the roof framing, interior door hardware, exterior 
appearance and, probably most importantly, the 
types nails used.  My analysis of these features 
concluded that my house was most likely built 
between 1790 and 1820.  It wasn’t a very specific 
date estimate, but it seemed to be the best I would be 
able to determine.    
     However, I wasn’t happy with such an 
inconclusive estimate.  Between 1787 and 1850 this 
house had four owners and one of them had to have 
been the builder.  There had to be a clue somewhere 
and I was not willing to give up searching for it.  
Actually there were several clues, but at first I didn’t 
recognize them as such.  There were some things 
that didn’t make sense in a deed from 1803, but 
when I first noticed these anomalies and no 
explanations came to mind immediately, I simply 
ignored them and therefore I missed what they were 
trying to tell me.     
     Between 1756 and 1813, the property was 
transferred five times.  The details in the first three 
deeds (1756, 1787 and 1799) were virtually 
identical.  In all three deeds, the description of the 
boundaries began at a marker a short distance from 
the house (the previous house).  Mapping out the 
property lines based on these three deeds resulted in 
the same configuration for each one.  Furthermore, 
each of these deeds stated that there was a dwelling 
house included and in each one the seller stated that 
he lived here.  In 1803 the place was sold to Eleazer 
Coburn of Hampton but that deed has several 
curious differences from the previous ones even 
though it is exactly the same property.  These were 
the clues I had missed: 

1. The first boundary marker was not the usual one 
near the house, but was at a junction of two 
roads. 

2. The description of the property boundaries went 
in the opposite direction from the descriptions in 
the previous three deeds, but the resulting map is 
identical. 

3. The property was described as “a certain tract of 
land” and no house was mentioned. 

4. The seller did not say that he lived here. 
     Why the different boundary description for the 
same piece of property?  Why no mention of a 
house?  Why no mention that the seller lived here?   
     Fast forward to 1813.  Eleazer Coburn sold the 
place to Asa Chapin.  Again, it was the same piece 
of property, but although no house was mentioned 
specifically, Eleazer Coburn said he lived here.  
     Putting all these clues together led me to what is 
probably the most plausible theory; namely that the 
older house burned or was otherwise destroyed 
sometime before Eleazer Coburn bought the 
property in 1803.  That would explain why the first 
boundary marker in the deed was different (there 
was no longer a house to use as a guide to find the 
earlier starting point).  It would also explain why the 
deed didn’t mention a house and didn’t say that the 
seller lived here (there was no house to live in).  
Another interesting fact is that Coburn bought the 
place for $850 in 1803 but sold it just ten years later 
for $1,800.  That’s quite a difference and this could 
indicate that there was no house here in 1803, but 
there was a rather substantial one in 1813. 
     Now it was clear to me that Eleazer Coburn was 
probably the builder, but it still wasn’t clear when he 
actually built it.  Did he build it right after he bought 
the property in 1803?  Or, did he build it closer to 
the time he sold the property in 1813?  Where did he 
live when he was building this house?  Again, the 
clues were there, but I just didn’t recognize them.  
The 1803 deed stated that the buyer was “Eleazer 
Coburn of Hampton”, so I researched the Hampton 
land records and vital statistics to see if I could 
findsome indication of when he moved to Mansfield.  
I did find that Coburn owned property in Hampton 
that he inherited from his father, that he married 
when he was Twenty, that he had four children and 
that the family later moved to Mansfield, but there 
was no date for the move.  My early research 
revealed that Coburn acquired and sold several 
pieces of property in Mansfield after 1803 and I 
went back to the town land records to see if there 
were any clues in other deeds that I hadn’t 
previously studied too closely.  Again, the last clue 
hit me in the face!  The first of Coburn’s land 
transactions after he bought this property was in 
April of 1804 and that deed said he was “of 



Hampton”.  That meant that over a year after buying this place he still hadn’t moved here.  The next transaction 
was in November of 1804 and it said Coburn was “of Mansfield”.  There it was: Coburn moved his family here 
sometime between April and November of 1804.  He could easily have built this house within a year to a year and 
a half after he bought the property.  Most likely he built a good portion of it during 1803 and he probably had it 
closed in by the winter of 1803; right in the middle of the period in which I had determined the house was most 
likely built.  I finally had my date. 
     Despite the frustrations, I had a great deal of fun doing this research and I certainly learned a lot more about 
old houses.  Now when I hear someone say they can’t determine when their house was actually built, I wonder if 
there might be some missed clues that could help them narrow down a date.  

 

THE STORY OF JOE TOTH, A PERSONAL MEMOIR 
 

     Edited by Catherine Page of Storrs, Joseph Toth’s story typifies the American Dream.  As immigrants from 
Hungary, Joe’s parents worked, saved money, and bought property in rural Mansfield.  At a time when foreigners were 
looked down upon, they were able to earn the respect of their neighbors by their example of hard work and good 
citizenship.  Joe picked up from there, having learned these qualities from his parents. 
     Joe grew up speaking only Hungarian, going to Wormwood Hill School, and Windham Tech.  He married Eleanor 
Taylor, raised two sons and a daughter, worked as a carpenter for 33 years at the University of Connecticut and 
continues to live on Woodland Road! 
  “The Story of Joe Toth”, a 39-page chap book, is available to borrow at the Mansfield Public Library and the 
Mansfield Senior Center.  It may also be read online at www.catherinepage.com.  (An Adobe reader is needed to open 
the story.  (Note: Catherine Page’s oral history work with Joe Toth was the inspiration for our upcoming exhibit on the 
settlement of Hungarian and Czech immigrants in this area.) 

 
 
 
 
 
Mansfield Historical Society 
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DATES TO REMEMBER 
April 21 – Meeting/Program                 May 25 –  Meeting/Program              June 4 – Museum Openi ng 
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