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Hebron Town Clerk Carla Pomprowicz looks through some of the documents that she and other volunteers
and historians have been sorting through to organize at the Hebron Old Records Building recently.

Reorganizing Hebron’s past

Preservation project becomes lesson in town history

By TRACI DUTCHER
Chronicle Correspondent
HEBRON — They are priceless in-
sights into a bygone era.
There is the testimony in a lawsuit
brought over an exchange in which 2
cents instead of three passed hands.

There is the receipt for 10 weeks
worth of child care, at a cost of three
shillings. And there is the judgment ag-
ainst the couple who, in 1825, were
found guilty of occupying a “house of
bawdy and ill repute,” for which the
man had to make restitution in the
amount of $9.55, plus an additional 17
cents to cover the cost of the writ.

These and literally- hundreds of other
documents have reposed in the Hebron

Old Records Building, to make room
for more pressing current matters in the
town clerk’s vault in the town office
building.

The documents of the time don’t re-
semble in the least the legal-size papers
of today, each with several pages of
legalese.

Many of the papers are the size of an
index card, and all of them were pain-
stakingly bundled up in sheaves by un-
known record keepers of bygone eras,
held together by a strip of paper with
the staple of the day: a pin thrust
through the strip to fasten the sheaf, or
with string.

Boxes and boxes filled with dozens of
those sheaves were then put away for

posterity.

But today, so much more is known
about the proper way to archive antique
documents, and the importance of acid-
free containers, that Town Clerk Carla
Pomprowicz has begun the work of
really preserving these récords.

In 2003, Pomprowicz participated in
a preservation planning survey con-
ducted by a consultant, who then rec-
ommended that a comprehensive col-
lection on local history be established
with the old records, which range from
1780 to 1850.

Pomprowicz not only wanted to keep
the documents preserved, but also to
make them accessible to those who
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might have an interest in them.

The town will celebrate its
300th anniversary during 2008,
and Pomprowicz aims to have an
exhibit of these records by then.

She applied for, and recently re-
ceived, a grant of $13,000 from
the Connecticut State Library to
accomplish her goal, and the first
step was to painstakingly unbun-
dle and categorize the documents.

This first phase in the project
involves taking each sheath from
its box, unfolding each document,
flattening it gently and determin-
ing what year it was written and
what it records.

Despite the great age of the do-
cuments, they are remarkably
well preserved, although some of
the ink used at that time actually
made holes in some of the pages
as it aged.

“The quality of the paper used
back then was very high,” Pom-
prowicz said.

This phase took a full week,
conducted before Thanksgiving,
with Pomprowicz working with
Assistant Town Clerk Ann
Hughes and four volunteers,
while following the advice of pro-
fessional archivists from the In-
look Group.

During this week, with the
blessing of the board of select-
men, the workers carried out their
project in the conference room on
the lower level of the town office
building while an interim town
clerk staffed Pomprowicz’s office
to handle regular business.

Pomprowicz and the volunteers
expect to spend another week cat-
egorizing the work in January,
with the project not expected to
be completed until the end of
April.

The volunteers include three
members of the Hebron Histor-
ical Society — Marie Billard,
Jean Raymont and Dottie Taggart
— each lifelong residents of He-
bron with deep roots in the com-

munity.

Raymont is the historian for
Gilead Congregational Church
and Taggart is the historian of the
First Congregational Church.

The fourth volunteer is Craw-
ford Westbrook, a researcher
from East Hartford with family
ties to Hebron. He is researching
his genealogy from the Civil War
on.

Their knowledge, say Pompro-
wicz and Hughes, is as valuable
as what is found in the docu-
ments.

“It’s been an oral history with
them here,” said Hughes, noting
that some of the documents evoke
memories from the volunteers,
and indeed, only a short time later
there is a reference to a certain
parcel of land and Taggart re-
counts that her family owned it
before selling when telegraph and
telephone lines came through
town in 1902.

The three women all attended
one-room schoolhouses in He-
bron and reminisced about the
transition they faced when it was
time for them to attend Windham
High School.

All four of them were excited
when they came across a family
name, but Billard was fascinated
by all the names, keeping a record
of the more uncommon ones she
came across, names like Pliny and
Epaphraditus.

The information found in the
documents is staggering and
some of it is quirky. Instead of the
liquor licenses granted today,
back then “taverniers” were ap-
pointed to sell spirits.

Although the Revolutionary
War was over, the 1700s docu-
ments still referred to shillings
and pounds; although when it
came to total the amounts, the
total was written in dollars. Three
shillings was equal to $5.

The going rate to dig a grave
was a dollar; the cost of a coffin
was $2.50. And six plugs of to-
bacco could be had for 17 cents.

In land records, the boundaries
were very strictly spelled out, but
not in standard measure. Instead,
the edge of a property might be
noted in terms of “from the black
walnut tree to the pile of rocks,”
said Pomprowicz.

Pomprowicz notes that Hebron
was very fortunate in that the
town clerks that came before her
all placed a high priority on the
preservation of town documents,
and in that the boards of select-
men have always been supportive
of those efforts.

Still, as every day more docu-
ments come through the office,
storage for what the town already
has is at a premium.

This storage issue becomes
even more problematic when one
realizes that the 12 cubic feet of
boxes of tiny sheaths of paper will
require more space when the doc-
uments are separated and unfold-
ed.

“We’ll keep them and work with
them as long as we can,” Pom-
prowicz said, noting that the
wealth of information the docu-
ments contain should be accessi-
ble to those interested in a variety
of things, from research on one-
room schoolhouses to wars to
genealogy to the economy of by-
gone times.

The documents cover records
on property, taxes, the health of-
fice, welfare and the humane so-
ciety.

They are from a time of slavery,
and information can be found on
Cesar Peters, the slave who once
lived in the house that the town
now owns but is considering pro-
posals on to use or dispose of it,
making information on the for-
mer resident even more impor-
tant.

Deeds from when highways
were established, like a road be-
tween Hebron and Colchester, are
included; so are records on the
construction of the Hop River
Bridge.

The documents hearken back to

a time a time when Hebron in-

cluded parts of Andover and:
Marlborough; they include arrest:-
warrants issued for such offenses~
as swearing. &

If there is not room for all these‘
documents within Hebron, the.yt
will be sent to the Connecticut
State Library. ]

“We’ll organize them so we'A
know what we have,” Pompro; .
wicz said. “Some have informa}
tion never before revealed.”

Pomprowicz, who has an entire
tax list from 1723, just 15 years
after the town was incorporated,”
said that what the documents®
from this period contain fill in a
gap in the town’s history; all of
them pieced together reveal the,
whole of the operation of the, -
town.

“This preservation is somethjng
we can do for our community;?
Pomprowicz said. ,

As the volunteers sift carefully
through the documents, they keep
easels nearby with a list of names
of important figures from Hebron’
history: if they come across one
of those names, they set that doc-
ument aside.

The list includes the name of ]
the slave Cesar Peters; his master, *
the Rev. Samuel Peters; John Pe- +
ters, an early Connecticut gover-
nor; Gilbert Peyton and Elihu
Buell, state senators; and Mercy
Pohague, a Native American,
among others.

The volunteers take copies of
documents containing other
names; those that might be their
ancestors.

And as important as the infor-
mation about the well-known
names is, the point of the preser-'
vation effort is that all the namest'
and incidents in the documents is, '
essential as well.

“You can’t read about this stuff
in history books,” Westbrook
says. “It’s what happened in the
lives of average people, not his-
torical figures.”




