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Hitchcock: Connecticut’s Chair
by Gillian McGuire
Thoughts of industry in Northwest Connecticut’s history usually bring
to mind a sole beacon of manufacturing in our mostly agricultural region,
namely Northwest Connecticut’s iron forges, blast furnaces, and its production of weapons during the 18th & 19th centuries. Often overlooked,
though, is another essential element of 19th-century America for which
the Northwest Corner served as production headquarters: furniture. During the 1820’s and 30’s, the invention and production in Barkhamsted of
the famous Hitchcock chair was fundamental to Litchfield County’s economy and central to the area’s identity. The Hitchcock “fancy chair”—
which was for decades among the most coveted pieces of furniture in the
United States—was the stylish product of a clever, innovative production
process that brought both jobs and fame to Northwest Connecticut.
The Hitchcock chair was the brainchild of young,
ambitious furniture maker Lambert Hitchcock.
Born in Cheshire in 1795, Hitchcock worked as an
apprentice to Litchfield craftsman Silas Cheney before opening his own shop in 1818. Hitchcock took
inspiration from his former master’s high-end, Empire style furniture as he sought to create his own
characteristic pieces. Influenced by the Industrial
revolution that was taking place around him,
Hitchcock studied the mass production processes
and interchangeable parts utilized by weapon and
clock-makers of his era.

Lambert Hitchcock

Hitchcock applied the 19th’s century’s new industrial practices to furniture making. He began conservatively turning out small quantities of individual chair components in a small shed attached to a sawmill and selling the pieces to merchants as replacement parts for broken chairs. After
considerable success in this capacity, Hitchcock purchased a two story
building in Barkhamsted, hired a staff of 100 and began producing finished, decorative chairs using his individual components. The process
was clear cut: men used machines to form the pieces, children assembled
them and the women decorated the chairs using stencils. The Hitchcock
Chair Company and the eponymous Hitchcock chair were born.
Hitchcock chairs had a distinct appearance. Usually made of black or
dark green-painted maple, beech, and birch with seats of rush, cane, or
wood, Hitchcock chair frames were smooth and curved. The front legs
were turned and often tapered, and the back legs extended vertically up
Continued on page 2
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to the stiles. Chairs were highly embellished with painted gold
highlights, such as pinstripes and floral motifs, that were applied using a stenciling process rather than by hand. The finished result was a lustrous, ornate-looking chair that was deceptively inexpensive and quick to produce. Hitchcock chairs
made the expensive furniture trends of the 19th century accessible to the general public of Northwest Connecticut. Word of
the Hitchcock chairs quickly spread, and Hitchcock eventually
expanded from his two-story shop into a three-story brick factory along a nearby river. By 1826, he had employed over 100
workers at his new location, including many women and children, whose nimble fingers were ideal for application of the
Former Hitchcock chair factory, Riverton
popular stenciled highlights. So central became the Hitchcock
Chair Company to the people of Barkhamsted that the name of the village surrounding the factory was changed
to “Hitchcocksville”. This village name, which would stand until 1866, was memorialized on the Hitchcock
chairs in the gold-stenciled inscription: “L. HITCHCOCK. HITCHCOCKS-VILLE. CONN. WARRANTED”.
Demand for the Hitchcock chair steadily grew beyond Connecticut. By the late 1820’s the Hitchcock Chair Company was producing 300 chairs a week and by 1840, had sold 200,000 chairs. The chairs at their peak popularity
sold for between $0.49 to $1.50 and were shipped from Hitchcocksville to locations as far as Chicago and
Charleston. In the pre-Civil War, industrial United States the Hitchcock chair represented progressiveness and
became a coveted, but attainable, brand-name for the entire country. For the people of
Barkhamsted and Northwest Connecticut, the chair also provided a livelihood, infusing their economy with jobs and capital and connecting their region to the rest of the
United States.
For a number of years, the veritable craze around the Hitchcock chair endured. However, the company could not keep pace with such high demand. Hitchcock struggled to
establish efficient shipping and payment processes, and expansion efforts and satellite
factories were unsuccessful. In 1832 Hitchcock reorganized and partnered with Arba
Alford of Simsbury, Connecticut. The Hitchcock Chair Company dissolved in 1837 to
form “Alford & Company”, then was renamed in 1840 as the “Hitchcocksville Company”. It permanently lost the Hitchcock name in 1844, but Alford continued to produce
the same distinctive chairs in Hitchcocksville under various
names until the 1860’s, when Hitchcocksville became Riverton and other industries moved in. Reproductions of the
Hitchcock style came to be produced on a massive scale
across the U.S. well into the 20th century. The innovative
Typical Hitchcock-style chair process by which the Hitchcock chair was created transon display at the SHS
formed the American furniture industry. The mass production of furniture using interchangeable parts became standard, and decorative stenciling of furniture took hold for generations. Today, Hitchcock-inspired chairs are nearly
ubiquitous, but the originals, chairs made between 1826 to 1844 in their original finish
and signed by Lambert Hitchcock himself, are worth several
thousand dollars. Three original Hitchcock chairs, as well
as several Hitchcock-inspired
pieces, are on display at the
Sharon Historical Society’s fall
exhibit, “Have A Seat: Antique One of a set of three original
Chairs from the Sharon Histori- Hitchcock chairs on display at
the SHS, c. 1840
cal Society Collection.”
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Gallery @the SHS

“Have A Seat”

Juried Exhibition and Sale
November 4 through December 15, 2017
1st

The fall exhibit in the Gallery @ the SHS is “Have a Seat,” a juried exhibition and sale of artworks by local artists that respond to and reflect the
artist’s interpretation of the themes of chairs, sitting or seating. The pieces
are in a variety of mediums: ranging from a whimsical sculpted tableau to
vibrant watercolors to innovative etchings, among others. The show runs
through December 15, and can be viewed Wednesday through Friday from
12-4, Saturday 10-2 and by appointment.
2nd

3rd

Seat Yoga
watercolor, by Susan Hennelly

Studio Visitor

Oil on canvas, by Ann Gibb

The Red Chair

oil on wood, by Cecilia Sinclair

The lighting of Sharon’s Town Christmas Tree will take place
on Saturday, December 2, beginning at 4:30.
The festivities will include music by the Salisbury Band’s
“Christmas Brass & Hot Chocolate Society”, and carol singing. The community is invited to the Sharon Historical Society for cookies immediately following the tree lighting.
2016 Sharon tree lighting
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COLLECTIONS CONNECTION
Donation Dilemmas – To Accept, or Not to Accept?
By Marge Smith
When I first came to work at SHS, back in the waning days of the 1900s, there was an exhibit here called
“Bursting At the Seams” that was meant to illustrate just how much stuff there was in the historical collection
here, and how little room we had in which to store it. It was part of the campaign to raise funds to build the
wonderful addition that now houses not only the collections, but also the office, the Gallery, the meeting
room and even a kitchen!
Fifteen years later, it often seems that we’re bursting at the seams again. That’s a good thing in a sense, because it means that we’re doing a good job of fulfilling our mission to preserve Sharon history. But for me, as
Curator, it also means that we have to be very careful about what potential donations we choose to accept. I
don’t want to take up valuable storage space with something that isn’t truly related to Sharon. So when a package
arrived on our doorstep several years ago with a battered
cloth bound book called “A Guest Album” that appeared
to be a scrapbook kept over 100 years ago by a kid in
White Plains, NY, I set it aside in my “dubious” pile for
later study. There was no information along with it. I figured it must have been sent for a reason, but at first
glance I couldn’t see what that was.
Recently, as part of an effort to catch up with an accessions backlog, the Collections Committee decided to go
through a number of items and make a firm decision on each. The guest album was one of them. As we turned
the fragile pages, looking for a link to Sharon, the story began to emerge. In October 1906, a young man
named Donald McGlasson wrote his name and address on the first page of the book, and had his family and
neighbors do the same. One of them was Harry Hopkins. The ensuing pages contain scribbled details of the
amusing adventures of “DM and HH” (the latter often referred to as “Hoppy”)—typical teenage boys enjoying
life. The descriptions of the then very rural White Plains are fun to read, but have no bearing on Sharon.
But soon we found the following amusing entry, which clearly explained why the guest book is here at SHS:
August 3, 1907
Got up at 5:00 and left the house at 6:15 to go to Sharon. I met Hoppy at the depot and we bought some books and
a loaf of bread and left White Plains at 6:47 for Sharon. Got at Sharon Sta. at 9:30 and took stage to Aunt Hetty’s house. Went in store to buy some buns and a ham. We asked for a medium ham about 20 pounds, then we asked
for a small one and he brought us a ham that weighed about 15 pounds. He said it was the smallest they kept and
he soaked us $2.38 for it and I guess it will last a month by the size of it. We started for the mountain at 11:00 and
had to lug two dress suitcases and the ham all the way. It pretty near killed us. The valises weighted about 70 lbs
and we each took turns at carrying the ham and one dress suitcase. We got up to the little house at 1:45. We Are
Here.
We got dinner about 3:00 and we certainly did eat. This was the bill of fare: salmon a la carte (p.s. I don’t know
what that means), beans drounded in tomato sause, cocoa–all we could drink, buns, eggs, milk–Just now we are
thinking of making a raid on a can of milk left in the milk spring. Tomorrow we will have to hunt up some potatoes and some other vegetables. Altogether we have put in a good day. There are 13 more just such days to come yet!
PS – We made the raid on the milk can and spilt about 1 quart in the spring. Hoppy kicked the pail of cream in the
spring (accident). We did not bring any home.
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The next day, DM & HH went up to the farm to look for some grub. They gathered raspberries and then went
over to the old Dane Place. Sabin’s cows were in the lot next to the house and when we fired off a gun, a big he bull
came out of the bushes and began to bellow and snort when he saw us and we ran in the house and upstairs and
looked out of the window at him, and when he saw the red handkerchiefs on our necks he went raving mad, and he
was yelling and snorting at us like a steam engine for about an hour. We tied a red handkerchief on a stick and
waved it at him and every time we started to go out of the house he would put his head down and paw the dirt.
They finally escaped and went up the hill to Grandma’s house for lunch, then over the top of the mountain where
the charcoal burners were last year. They stayed in Sharon for a couple of weeks, during which DM recorded with
great hilarity their antics and adventures. He mentions the same bull ripping the corner of the stoop off the
Prindles’ house, and drew his impression of that volatile beast.
Other days were spent helping “Meyer’s man” with the cows, or helping Richard with the hay. One wonders
how much help they really were! They made raids on Sabin’s milk spring, and poked around the old Dane Place,
finding some old papers addressed to George Pierson. DM mentions going down the mountain to Gilette’s store
to get magazines, then going over to the Poor House and busting more of that in. They also walked to West
Cornwall and back one day, enjoying the scenery of the high mountains and river in the valley. The final raid on
Sabin’s milk spring didn’t go so well – We got a pail full of cream but when I came to put the cover on the can the gol
darn thing wouldn’t balance, so we had to put the milk back and beat it. We got stung good and proper this time – I guess it
will be the last time that we make a raid.
Donald came back to Sharon in August of the following year, without Harry, and found himself afraid of noises
in the night, and of things stealing his food out of the pantry – either a rat or a horse. He walked “crosslots” to
Mudge Pond one day, helped Richard B. with the haying, went down to the village to visit Aunt Hatty, and finally recounts taking the stage for the depot to get the train home. This concludes the journey. Amen.
The diary continues off and on until 1925. I haven’t finished reading it yet—his handwriting is sloppy, and I’m
frequently sidetracked by bouts of laughter at his antics and his sketches. It really should be transcribed, and I’d
welcome help in that department from anyone willing to take on the task. And to those of you who are familiar
with the landmarks DM mentions, please let me know where he might have been staying on Sharon Mountain.
In the meantime, I want to assure you that, tight space notwithstanding, we will always accept donations of
treasures like these. People don’t realize how valuable diaries can be to historians trying to tell a specific story.

Tour of Audubon Miles Wildlife Sanctuary
Led by Ed Kirby

October 2017
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President’s Corner
By Brent M. Colley
It has been another exciting year here at the Sharon Historical Society and Museum. We’ve shared and explored a wide variety of topics and have discovered many new ways to celebrate this amazing town. One of
the new and exciting ways we’re sharing Sharon’s history is by showcasing local artists and history simultaneously. Art and artists have historic ties to the town so by including historic items from our collections in
art shows featuring local artists, we join the two topics concurrently. Particularly popular have been our
juried art/history shows and most recently, the
Sharon Art Walk. The Sharon Art Walk included
galleries at SHS, Hotchkiss Library, Town Hall,
Darren Winston’s Bookshop, The Porchlight,
Standard Space, and the art studios of Theresa
Kenny, KK Kozik, and Will Trowbridge. The
walk was so successful, we have made it an annu“Soundscapes: Incidental Music Eight” By Babs Perkins
al event; the next Art Walk is September 8, 2018.
Photograph from “The Land We Love,” exhibit at the
Gallery @the SHS, which was part of the Sharon Art Walk.

As for history exhibits, I would especially like to
point out the unique topic that local historian and author, Carol Ascher, came to us with this past year. Carol’s exhibit idea was: “A Chance for Land And Fresh Air: Russian Jewish Immigrants in Ellsworth and Amenia" and it turned out to be the best-attended exhibit opening we've ever had and quickly developed into
much, much, more… a book, multiple programs, “pop up” exhibits at other locations and a permanent exhibit
in Amenia’s Congregation Beth David. The entire experience has been magical and I thank all the families
and individuals that supported us financially to make this possible; especially Ray Learsy, who has and continues to provide tremendous help and assistance to this cause.
In closing, it has been 10 years since Liz Shapiro and Lea Davies (past executive director and board member) invited me to lunch to discuss the future vision of the society and ask me to consider being a part of it. That
vision was a society that continues to protect and improve the Gay-Hoyt
house and places great emphasis on reaching out to the community and connecting
it to the town's extraordinary history
through exhibits, events, and programs.
That vision connected with me, I agreed
to join on, and I must say it's been quite a
ride, but we're doing was envisioned a
decade ago today. I thank all of our members, volunteers, staff, and board members
(past & present) for the amazing work
you do and have done, it is because of you
Carol Ascher signing copies of her
that we achieved that vision, formulated a
book for members of the Osofsky
family, one of the many local families
new mission and improve upon it, year
profiled in the book.
after year.

The newest book published by the Sharon Historical Society on local history.
All of our books are available at our
website and make great holiday gifts.
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Events
Fall 21017
Name

18 Main St.
www.sharonhist.org
director@sharonhist.org
860-364-5688

Preferred Mailing Address
City

State

Preferred phone (

)

Zip

Exhibits and Office Open
Wed—Fri: 12pm-4 pm, Sat: 10am-2pm
Events & exhibits free and open to the public

E-mail _____________________________
Preferred method of contact:
Email
Mail
Check Membership Level:
 Annual Membership—$35
Patron Memberships
Sustaining - $150
Benefactor - $300
Sponsor - $500
Trustee’s Circle - $1000
Membership amount

$

Additional contribution to
help support the preservation
of the Gay-Hoyt House
$
Total

$

Historical Exhibits & Events
Have a Seat: Antique
Chairs from the SHS
Collection
November 4 —December 22

The History of New
England Chair Making
a presentation by

William Hosley
Saturday, December 16
2:00 pm, free and open to the public

Tree Lighting &
Holiday Cookie Party
Saturday, December 2
4:30 pm, meet on the green

Mail to: Sharon Historical Society, P.O. Box
511 Sharon, CT 06069

Website: www.sharonhist.org

E-mail: sharonhistoricalsociety@yahoo.com
(860) 364-5688

Donate online at www.sharonhist.org!

The Gallery
@ the SHS
Have a Seat
Nov. 4—Dec. 15

“Capriccio”
by Kate Belin
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