THE HISTORY CORNER…
An Interesting Citizen of Early Avon-Romanta Woodruff
[image: book-1]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 had their likenesses painted in oils by Samuel Broadbent, an artist known for his realism in capturing his subjects on canvas.  This painting is in the collection of the Connecticut Historical Society.  The question becomes, why were Romanta and his wife Hannah important enough to have been immortalized in these portraits?  This alone sets them apart from the typical residents in Avon’s 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] “This day a widower; a day of trial and affliction-my wife with the dropsy of the head...expired about (8?) o’clock.  She died like the withering of a flower-Oh, the sting of parting. Nov 9 [1809] “Another day of trial-buried my lost companion.  Left alone to weep and moan.” [1]
Romanta owned property in early Avon by 1807 according to deeds in the Farmington Town Records.  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.  Romanta’s diary records his meeting with his future bride, Hannah Fairchild Robbins of Wethersfield.  He remarks 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 Wethersfield to marry Hannah.  He then records the wedding festivities: October 3 “Was married to Hannah Robbins receiving a very large and agreeable company of both sexes.  October 4 “My company convened at Mr. Robbins and drank the morning toast with joyful glee.” [1] Hannah goes on to bear him nine children.  Romanta’s 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 “2 roods with bldgs.--Whortleberry Hill Road.”  [2] The house still stands with two attached dwellings at right angles, one facing Edwards Road, the other Huckleberry Hill Rd. 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-EI-EI-OH!  ‘Ol 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] “Went to Wethersfield with a load of apples and cider...sent off by sea...12 barrels apples and butternuts...to sell them in the West Indies…” [1] 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 ‘Avon-Connecticut-An Historical Story’ that the Woodruffs had a second story ballroom in their home and that they entertained regularly.  (SEE NEXT PAGE)
 
THE HISTORY CORNER (continued)
It appears the Woodruffs were members of a more elite social and economic status as evidenced by this quote by the Reverend Rufus Hawley: “Residing in this western section of Northington [early Avon] and representative of its growing power, were the fashionably dressed Romanta Woodruff, and his wife Hannah.”  [3] The Connecticut Historical Society has the portraits of Romanta and Hannah Woodruff (see photo page one) 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:  “Mr. and Mrs. Woodruff of Farmington...by Broardbent, 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 “Agriculture”, suggesting not only his occupation but his interest in the latest farming practices published in contemporary journals.  These painting as not admired today because they were beautiful people, but because they were honest pictures of real Connecticut Yankees.  Connecticut 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.” [4] 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 “Captive Peoples” project-a joint venture between the Stanley Whitman House in Farmington and Central Connecticut State University. [5] Romanta Woodruff had a young man by the name of Henry Fairchild [note surname is taken from Hannah’s family] on his farm.  In those early days it was not uncommon for well-to-do people to have unpaid labor, however, conditions here in the North were not the same as it was in the deep South.  Oftentimes, northern farmers 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 conversation with a fellow researcher knowledgeable about Henry’s 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 “with board and clothing as long as she shall live”. [6] The Woodruff family continued to live on this property for many years.  In the 1860 agricultural census, the distillery business was still in operation with Romanta’s son-in-law reporting an annual production of 50 barrels of cider worth $1,250.  In the 1890s, Daniel’s 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. [7]
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