
CHAPTER 4.0 
HISTORIC AND ARCHEOLOGICAL RESOURCES 

 
 
4.1.    Historic Resources - Introduction 
 
Durham, today, retains much of the old New England charm that, in Colonial times, 
moved stage riders on the Boston-New York route to remark about its exceptional 
beauty.  The Town’s many fine Colonial and Victorian homes are enhanced by the 
natural beauty of the Coginchaug Valley.  These homes situated along Durham’s long, 
tree-lined streets and around the handsome 17th century Town Green reflect the 
history and culture of a unique, rural Connecticut village. 
 
Unfortunately, periods of rapid urban development have usually meant sacrificing 
historic and architectural landmarks to make room for new land uses.  In the last fifty 
years alone, it is estimated that Connecticut has lost, due to fire, negligence, 
population increase, shopping centers, and new highways, well over 50 percent of its 
historic sites and structures. 
 
Durham faces the possibility of similar losses today.  A number of structures have 
already been lost, including the well-known Swathel Tavern, which in its day served 
George Washington, General Lafayette, and Silas Deane.  Other valuable buildings 
could be lost unless a mechanism with appropriate controls is implemented.   
 
The purpose of the Durham Historic District Commission is to protect Durham’s 
architectural and historic heritage.  In this way, future generations will also be able to 
experience the old New England atmosphere that, since Colonial times, has made 
Durham an enjoyable place to live. 
 
4.1.1.  Benefits of the Historic District 
 
a. It means that the heritage of hundreds of years of historic and architectural 

achievements are protected. 
 
b. It is a strong stabilizer and enhances real estate values. 
 
c. It gives assurance to residents, property owners, and those contemplating 

purchases of property that nothing can be built or altered that will detract from 
the historic and architectural qualities that have made the district attractive. 
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d. Assurance of the permanency of architectural heritage encourages many to 
improve their properties and increase civic pride in the district.  It spurs on the 
residents of a neighborhood to seek further improvements, such as better traffic 
and parking conditions, more shade trees, cleaner streets, better lighting, etc. 

 
e. It lessens the chance of deterioration in the future. 
 
f. It further focuses attention on the area and increases its importance to its 

residents and to the community as well as serves as an attraction to the writer, 
the artist, the photographer, the architect, the historian, and the general tourist 
who is becoming more aware of the architectural and historic past. 

 
4.1.2.  Analysis of Land-Use Pattern, Planning, and Architecture in 
          the Historic District 
 
The physical-spatial development of Durham is, as in the case of its history, 
inseparable from certain key socioeconomic factors.  The architecture, planning, and 
land use pattern of Durham are closely related to the Town’s history. 
 
4.1.3.  Land Use Pattern and Planning 
 
The existing land use pattern in Durham is the result of two basic influences: 1) the 
plan implemented by the early settlers and 2) the agricultural economic base of 
Durham during the 18th and 19th centuries.  The street system, the location of the 
Town Green and Old Burial Ground, and the clustering of houses along Main Street  
all date back to the first few years of the 18th century when the settlers designed the 
“Town Plan.” Within this layout, Durham’s agricultural economic base functioned 
successfully for over 200 years. 
 
Land in Durham was originally distributed according to the “mode adopted in 
Guilford.” A settler had a home lot of six or eight acres upon which he lived, while the 
principal part of his land was elsewhere in Durham, sometimes at a distance.  The 
settlers’ houses were clustered in the center of the Town around the Green for mutual 
protection, while their fields were located in the outlying sections.  Some settlers lived 
on their farms and hence gave up the protection of close quarters. 
 
As Durham grew from a population of 34 in 1708, to 1,076 in 1776, the six- to eight-
acre individual lots were subdivided as more and more houses were clustered onto 
Main Street.  During this same period, a group of wealthy planters emerged who either 
through inheritance or success as agriculturalists assembled large tracts of land.  
These “estates” tended to have large homes and, in some cases, cottages for tenants 
who were hired by the owner as laborers. 
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The Chauncey Homestead, which covered most of the area east of Main Street, from 
Higganum Road to Allyn Brook, is Durham’s best existing example of a Colonial 
planter’s estate.  A tenant cottage (the Lincoln Grant House), which was once occupied 
by a laborer, is located a short distance from the large, rambling Chauncey Homestead 
(the Lylean B. Field House). 
 
Another estate which covered a large area west of Main Street from Wallingford Road 
to Talcott Lane, was the John Swathel Estate.  The ornate Colonial home which stands 
on Maple Avenue (the Herbert Patterson House) attests to the life style of this planter. 
Much of the land that was once within this estate has in recent years been subdivided 
for residential development. 
 
The land use pattern along Main Street also reflects the agricultural economy of early 
Durham.  The open fields behind these houses were once used for crops and livestock 
by the residents.  The Josephine and Robert Francis House (corner of Main Street and 
Talcott Lane), which still has an adjoining barn and garden in the rear, most 
approaches the pattern of land use in the 18th and 19th centuries. 
 
The open spaces that once existed between the Colonial homes on Main Street have 
been gradually filled in by later construction.  The fields behind these homes, that were 
originally used for agricultural purposes, now lie fallow, at most serving as grazing or 
pasture land for a small number of livestock.  In recent years, new development has 
begun to find its way into these areas. 
 
As discussed earlier, the original Durham plan laid out by the settlers in the first few 
years of the 18th century has survived remarkably intact over the years.  Two elements 
of this plan which particularly noteworthy are the Town Green and the Old Burial 
Ground.  Both were laid out as public areas from land donations by the early 
proprietors.  The Green is an excellent example of 17th century Connecticut town 
planning.  It is the focal point of the Town and was originally used for military 
exercises, as a common grazing area, and as a location for civic buildings such as 
meeting houses, churches, and schools.  Its function as a civic area survives to this day 
with the Town Hall, Post Office, and Grange all situated near the Green.  In the fall, 
the Green serves as the location of the Durham Fair. 
 
The Old Burial Ground contains an interesting collection of tomb stones dating back to 
1712.  The stones are primarily brownstone and most were quarried and produced in 
Durham. 
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4.1.4.  Architecture 
 
Most of the architecture in Durham is of the Colonial period.  However, as will be 
shown, there are a number of very valuable 19th and early 20th century buildings. 
The houses of the Colonial Period generally reflect the agricultural economy and the 
isolated location of Durham.  The size and ornamentation of these homes varied 
according to the financial position of the owner, with the largest and most ornate 
homes belonging to the wealthiest planters.  In general, Durham’s Colonial homes, 
although large in size, generally lacked the fine Georgia and Baroque details that are 
found in other areas of the state, such as Wethersfield.  This seems to be due to the fact 
that Durham was isolated and lacked the economic base and size to support the skilled 
artisans needed to create the more avant-garde designs. 
 
Three Colonial style homes which are the exception to this rule and which portray 
interesting Georgian detailing are: the Marjorie Mathewson House, the Herbert 
Patterson House, and the David Goldner House. 
 
The significance of religion in the lives of Durham’s early citizens is evident from the 
number of religious buildings constructed.  In addition to the Episcopal Church and the 
United Church, the Town Hall and the Durham Grange buildings also served as 
churches.  With the exception of the Episcopal Church, all of these structures are in the 
Greek Revival style.  The United Church is the Town’s best example of this style. 
 
The Episcopal Church is one of Durham’s outstanding 19th century Victorian 
structures.  It is a Country Gothic building patterned after the designs of Richard 
Upjohn.  Another good example from the Victorian Periods (Mid-Century and Post Civil 
War) is the Robert and Josephine Francis House, a large Italianate building with an 
interesting Italianate barn. 
 
Durham’s best examples of Early 20th Century architecture are the Public Library and 
the Ronald Conway House.  The library, built in 1901, is Prairie style, after the 
buildings of Frank Lloyd Wright.  The Ronald Conway House is a good example of the 
Bungalow style common during the 1900-1930 period. 
 
Two clusters of buildings which are outstanding for their consistent architectural 
quality and pleasing arrangement are: the buildings around the Town Green and the 
buildings in the vicinity of the United Church.  The traditional communal Green and 
the well-kept Colonial, Greek Revival, and Federal buildings around it create a 
picturesque composition of early Connecticut architecture and planning.  The United 
Church and the houses adjacent to it are the Town’s greatest concentration of the 
Greek Revival style.  The Colonial Houses near this concentration make a pleasant and 
varied arrangement. 
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One of the problems facing Durham’s 18th and 19th century architecture is neglect.  
There are a number of old buildings in Durham which are in danger of becoming 
structurally unsound or unsightly due to deterioration.  It would be unfortunate to lose 
these buildings, many of which, if faithfully repaired and restored, could make fine 
contributions to the Town’s collection of architecture.  Unfortunately, once such a 
building is lost to demolition, it can never be replaced. 
 
It takes only a few deteriorating buildings to seriously impair the character of an area. 
The greatest care should be taken now to protect the valuable 18th and 19th century 
buildings in Durham, particularly those buildings in the two clusters. 
 
4.1.5.   Recommendations and Conclusions 
 
Map 4.1 shows the existing historic district recommended in the 1973 Historic District 
Study Committee report.  It also shows an expanded boundary which was 
recommended in the 1969 report of the first Historic District Study Committee.  The 
expanded boundary would include several significant additional structures and would 
appear to be the basis of a Village District under Public Act 98-116. 
 
Public Act 98-116 permits the Planning and Zoning Commission to create a Village 
District as part of the existing zoning regulations.  The regulations would seek to 
protect the distinctive character, landscape, and historic structure of such areas.  Such 
regulations may regulate the following: 
 
a. alternations and improvements in such areas and 
 
b. substantial reconstruction and rehabilitation of properties within the district and 

in view of public roadways, including, but not limited to: 
 

1. the design and placement of buildings; 
 

2. the maintenance of public views; 
 

3. the design, paving materials, and placement of public roadways; and, 
 

4. other elements that the commission deems appropriate to maintain and 
protect the character of the Village District.  In adopting the regulations, 
the commission shall consider the design, relationship and compatibility 
of structures, planting, signs, roadways, street hardware, and other 
objects in public view. 
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Such regulations shall encourage the conversion and preservation of 
existing buildings and sites in a manner that maintains the historic, 
natural, and community character of the district.  The regulations 
concerning the exterior of structures or sites shall be consistent with the 
“Connecticut Historical Commission - The Secretary of the Interior’s 
Standards for Rehabilitation and Guidelines for Rehabilitating Historic 
Buildings,” revised through 1990, as amended. 

 
The regulations shall provide: 
 

1. that proposed buildings or modifications to existing buildings be 
harmoniously related to their surroundings, to the terrain and to the use, 
sale, and architecture of existing buildings in the vicinity that have a 
functional or visual relationship to a proposed building or modifications; 

 
2. that all spaces and structures visible to the public from public roadways 

be designed to add to the visual amenities of the area consistent with 
those of the Village District in and around the proposed building or 
modifications; 

 
3. that the color, size, height, proportion of openings, roof treatments, 

building materials, and landscaping of commercial or residential property 
and any proposed signs and lighting be evaluated for compatibility with 
the local architectural motif and the maintenance of views, historic 
buildings, monuments, and landscaping; and, 

 
4. the removal or disruption of historic traditional or significant structures 

or architectural elements shall be minimized. 
 
Development within the Village District shall be designed to achieve the following 
compatibility objectives with other uses within the immediate neighborhood of the 
proposed development. 
 
a. the arrangement and orientation of any proposed building or site improvement 

shall be similar in the immediate neighborhood; 
 
b. the building and layout of buildings and parking lots shall reinforce existing 

buildings and streetscape patterns and the placement of buildings and parking 
lots shall assure there is no adverse impact on the immediate neighborhood; 

 
c. proposed streets shall be connected to the existing neighborhood road network, 

wherever possible; 
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d. open spaces of the proposed development shall reinforce open space patterns of 
the immediate neighborhood in form and siting; 

 
e. locally significant features of the site such as distinctive buildings or vistas shall 

be integrated into the site design; 
 
f. the landscape design shall complement the neighborhood’s landscape patterns 

and reinforce functional qualities; 
 
g. the exterior signs, site lighting, and accessory structures shall support a uniform 

architectural theme and present a harmonious relationship with the surrounding 
neighborhoods; and 

 
h. the scale, proportions, massing, and detailing of the proposed building shall be in 

proportion to the scale, proportion, massing, and detailing in the neighborhood. 
 
The Village District Boundary could overlay the existing Historic District boundary or 
exclude it.  The disadvantage of overlaying the Durham Historic District Commission 
boundary is a duplication of reviews although the Village District legislation appears to 
have move regulatory authority.  To implement this legislation would require the 
development of a plan for the regulated area by a qualified architectural/landscape 
consultant.  As part of the plan, design standards should be included to guide future 
development or redevelopment. 
 
The Commission, in an effort to prevent conflicts between nonresidential utilization of 
historically significant structures and their preservation, has chosen to “hold the line” 
on the commercially zoned land abutting the historic district.  This policy has proven 
effective and the residential atmosphere of Main Street has been enhanced over the 
years.  The Commission has also considered the concept of adaptive re-use of historic 
structures for offices, banks, and other similar uses as a method of historic restoration. 
 The Commission, at this time, does not consider this mechanism as necessary and 
believes that the continued residential use of historic structures is the most compatible 
with their preservation. 
 
4.2.  Archeological Resources  
 
Durham is rich in archeological resources.  Approximately 10,000 years ago, the 
geological and glacial forces ceased making dramatic changes in Durham’s land forms.  
The land forms we see today are very similar to how they looked after the last glacier 
retreated.  Following in the glaciers’ wake was the regeneration of a great forest where 
Native American people lived and hunted.  Over thousands of years these aboriginal 
residents of Durham wrought only small changes on the landscape. 
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State Archeologist Dr. Nicholas Bellantoni and others have found that “The 
Coginchaug meadows and river drainages” contain evidence of prehistoric Native 
American occupation in the area for over 8000 years (14 plus sites).  Archaic period 
natives are thought to have inhabited the Coginchaug area from 8000 to 1000 years 
ago and their more recent descendants occupied the area from 1000 to 200 years ago.  
Here they camped, hunted, fished, and foraged. 
 
The State of Connecticut archaeological site files and maps show 14 known 
archaeological sites.  However, many in Durham remain undiscovered in areas that 
have not yet been developed.  As a result, the town has a great potential for sites that 
have the integrity to yield important information concerning the past. 
 
The 14 sites include: six sites in the highlands that represent Native American 
encampments dating to over 5,000 years ago; five sites that are Indian camps and 
villages along the Coginchaug River dating to 2,000 - 1,000 years ago; one site that 
represents the remnants of a cache of stone blades from over 2,000 years ago; one 
Indian site that dates to the 17th century and indicates contact between Native 
Americans along the Coginchaug River and European traders; and an 18th century 
historic “pest house”, or small-pox hospital.  Of these sites only two have been reported 
as destroyed, the remainder should be preserved. 
 
The Office of State Archaeology recommends that any proposed development project 
shown as an Archaeology sensitive area should be reviewed for cultural resources as 
shown on the following map.   
 
The archaeological sites identified are general in nature but are in sufficient detail to 
allow local land use decision-makers an opportunity to preserve these sites without 
providing specific information to the public that may attempt to vandalize them. 
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