One Woman’s Search of the Past or
How I Researched My West End House
By Kate Winkley
After taking about seven or so years to restore our house on Oxford Street and finding in the process some items of the past hidden in the walls (among them a gin bottle or two made by a local distillery), I finally had a bit of time to relax and to get curious about my new old home.  However, I was not quite sure where to start.  Conversations with other neighbors who had researched their own homes, one of whom even had an entire book dedicated to her findings, gave me the information I needed.  

I started off downtown at Hartford City Hall, one of my favorite architectural buildings in the city.  It is a beautiful building, but it’s the little details that they took the time to do which stand out to me the most, like the “H” for Hartford on the door knobs and the massive mahogany doors.  If you have not had an opportunity to check it out just for curiosity sake, you should make the time.  I warn you though; parking is difficult and, depending on how many times you go and how much time you spend there, can get expensive.  Since I was researching my house, I knew that I needed to dedicate at least a few hours each time I went, so I opted for the parking meters.  Unfortunately, once or twice I inadvertently went over my allotted time by a few minutes and ended up with a ticket or two.  
At City Hall, I started my research in the Land Records department.  Working backwards year by year through the Grantor-Grantee books starting with when my husband first bought our house, I discovered the many previous owners.   The process is one that is tedious but unavoidable.  Once I gathered this most basic of information, I was ready to start on my next step and main goal:  learning when the house was built, by and for whom and what was the first owner’s story.  Unfortunately, this is where I hit a brick wall.  City Hall’s records are rather limited in this area.  So off I went in search of a place that did not face such limitations.

My search landed me around the corner from my own house at the Connecticut Historical Society on Elizabeth Street.  There I found a wealth of information and people who forgot more than I would ever know about the history of Hartford and Connecticut.  With the help of staff members, I discovered more information on the first owner of our house besides just his name – I found out where and when he and his wife were born, how many children they had, and what each did for a living.  I even found a few pictures of him.

Guided by staff members, I started by looking at maps of the area from as early as 1880, 1896 and then 1917 wherein I saw the development of the area.  I looked at a few snapshots of Oxford Street and saw that at one point it all was clear cut farm land with white post and rail fencing staking out divisions of fields.  I then went to Geer’s Hartford Directory, an annually published book that listed who lived where; whether they owned or boarded and whether it was a home or a farm; marriages, divorces, births and deaths; migrations or “removals” from the city; and some business ads.  I would compare the City Directory to a more comprehensive white and yellow pages combined into one.  I was lucky enough to discover that my home’s first owner had taken out an advertisement which included his picture.  With each year that I looked through, I saw how his manner of dressed altered, how he slowly put on that seemingly unavoidable weight that comes with age, changed his hair grooming (i.e., got rid of the moustache) and how his business moved and changed.
I then checked out the census which is performed every ten years.  It was here that I discovered his age, his wife’s name and her age, where they were from, how many children they had, what their ages were and what they did for a living.
If you are interested in researching your own home, I’ve compiled a list of resources that I found helpful to me.  This is by no means a complete comprehensive list, but they can help you get started.
Hartford City Hall’s Land Records Department

· Grantor/Grantee Lists

Connecticut Historical Society – all departments
· Geer’s City Directory

· Census, done every ten years

· Maps dating to Hartford’s beginnings

· Pictures 

· Architectural drawings if you know who the architect is/was

· “Structures and Styles” by Gregory E. Andrews and David F. Ransom
· “Hartford Architecture, Volumes One, Two and Three” (Three contains the West End) put out by the now defunct Hartford Architecture Conservancy 
Hartford Preservation Alliance
