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HISTORY

Formerly called “BUENA VISTA FARMS”, this gracious Tudor-style home now called “Hartford Hall”, was the residence of John and Pauline Hartford.  Completed in 1932, this two-story mansion is situated on nearly one hundred acres of land which serves as the campus of Westchester Community College, a part of the State University of New York.  The original Hartford property was comprised of three hundred and sixty acres.  Hartford Hall has been designated a National Historic Preservation Site.

At the time of the Hartford’s residency, many other buildings dotted the estate, some of which still exist.  Three greenhouses, a dairy, a magnificent polo ring with second-story viewing box and stables, turkey and chicken coops (fowl was not raised for commercial use but as gifts), a blacksmith’s shop, a boat house and cottages for staff were part of the complex.  Fine horses and vintage cars provided a diversion as did the Hartford’s fine private golf course.

The house was occupied in summer and at holiday times, Thanksgiving, Christmas and Easter.  The Hartfords did little entertaining with the exception of family gatherings which they preferred.  Household staff consisted of a butler, two chauffeurs, cook, waitresses and chamber-maids.  Estate staff consisted of Mr. Hartford’s personal caddy, five greenhouse men, two stable-men, five dairy people and gardeners.  Over one thousand bushels of apples were used at the house and distributed as gifts and most produce used in the Hartford kitchens was home-grown as well.

The Hartfords’ city residence was an eight-room suite at the Plaza Hotel.  The couple shunned publicity, living very private lives.  They shared a deep interest in philanthropy.

Mr. Hartford died in 1948 in an elevator in the Chrysler Building after attending an A&P board meeting.  He was 74 years old.  His wife “Polly” died at the Plaza in her 79th year.

The couple had no children.  Through the generosity of the Hartfords and the Hartford Foundation, provision was made to enable the County of Westchester to acquire Buena Vista Farms at minimal cost.  Much of the furniture had been left to Louise McKelvey and the house had been willed to Huntington Hartford who, in turn, arranged for its use by Yale College for a time.

Unlike many millionaires of the period, John A. Hartford, used local craftsmen to fashion the detailed ceilings and paneled walls and floors of his country home.  He imported no foreign labor.

The large carved front door of Hartford Hall opens onto the first-floor hall, distinguished by the symmetry of the paneling.  No door knobs are seen in this area although concealed closets line the passage.  Doors are opened by pressing hidden latches in the panels, allowing perfectly aligned doors to swing wide.

Planned for comfort and warmth as well as beauty, Hartford Hall is unlike many oppressive mansions of the Depression era which were austere and cold.  Cheerful chintzes and light-filled rooms reflected the character of the Hartford family.

THE LIBRARY:  A graciously proportioned room, paneled in polished poplar, the library invites reading and discussion before the handsome mantel.  Bookcases boast leather and gold Florentine bindings which conceal a hidden door with a secret press latch, behind which a Chinese lacquered bar.  Please note in the bar, the exquisite “basket” chandelier.

THE LIVING ROOM: A domed ceiling with hand-embossed plaster relief’s rises above the carved oak-paneled walls of the living room.  Fine brass fixtures glow on the walls and the carved mantel suggests Robsjohn Gibbings.  Some original furnishings may be seen here in this room now used as the President’s office.  A terrace reached through pairs of leaded French doors commands a sweeping view of the grounds and catches summer breezes.  The flagstone floor and wood framed screens lend a rustic feeling and a charming fountain provides tranquility.

THE PROJECTION ROOM: This small chamber with fine open timbers under the domed ceiling served as a small motion picture theater for the Hartfords.  Private screenings of the latest productions were shown here for the family.

THE SOLARIUM:  Presently in use as a large office, this was the setting for afternoon tea amid a profusion of flowers from the greenhouses.  There are built-in recesses in the smooth stone walls for growing plants.  Three ornate iron chandeliers originally hung from the high ceilings.  Windows open onto the terrace providing a clear view of White Plains in good weather. Large mirrored doors at each end of the solarium reflect the surroundings on the solarium side but are one-way viewers from the rooms behind them.

THE BREAKFAST ROOM: The breakfast room, like the library, has a view of the solarium through the one-way glass and also faces the terrace and the great vistas beyond.  The family enjoyed dining here informally.  Hand-painted yellow walls display scenes evoking the four seasons in warm and woodsy figurations.  Animals and natures’ settings are captivating.  Faux marble has been carefully executed on the room’s mantel and original sconces grace the walls.  Camouflaged doors lead to the formal dining room and the pantry.

THE DINING ROOM:  It is this room with its press latches that was rumored to have true secret paneling.  Linen closets exist behind the dark rich walls but no other mystery has been revealed as yet.  The marble fireplace and beautiful sconces are original and the oil painting above the fireplace was owned by the Hartfords.  The ceiling fixture is a college adaptation required for practical reasons.  Many a charming candle-lit dinner must have been served here.  The condition of the walls is excellent.  The Westchester Community College Board of Trustees meets here in this splendidly detailed room.

THE HALL:  Running the length of the house, the walls conceal a large guest closet, telephone room, powder room, flower arranging closet and clothing closet.  The chandelier is original with the home.

THE JOHN AND PAULINE HARTFORD ROOM- The John and Pauline Hartford bedroom, Mr. Hartford’s dressing room and closets, his blue tiled bathroom and Mrs. Hartford’s pink tiled bathroom are included in the area now in use by The Foundation of Westchester Community College.

THE MASTER BEDROOM:  Notable for its airiness and light, this intimate chamber has hand made glass doors to a balcony and beautiful corner windows offering a breathtaking view of the property.  Wedgewood mantel and Wedgewood sconces reflect the delicate taste of the original residents of the room.  A cove ceiling lends further softness to the room 

MRS. HARTFORD’S DRESSING ROOM:  This area offers the most elaborate ceiling in the house.  We are told that the design was taken from the Auboussin carpet that covered the floor, octagonal in shape, the room contains a personal vault within a closet.  A wardrobe room adjoins the closets for gowns, shoes, hats, cedar storage and a wall of drawers with original keys in place for each drawer.  The original shelving may be seen.

MRS. HARTFORD’S BATHROOM:  Pink tiled with gold plated fixtures, marble sink and hand blown glass soap dishes, the room remains in fine condition.  There are built in scales, hand cut full length mirrors, extremely modern for the time.  Huge closets in the bathrooms held linens.

The remaining bedroom, all with different colored baths (purple, green, yellow) reflect original decor of the house.  Ceilings are lower than in the master suite and are comfortable rather than heroic in size.

The upstairs hallway has a reading nook in a bow window and a cedar closet.  The classic hand painted wallpaper of Grecian-Roman scenes remains preserved.

The Westchester Historical Society in harmony with the Restoration Committee of the Friends of Westchester Community College and members of the Hartford family look forward to a time when all has been done to preserve and restore Hartford Hall to the quality residence it has been.  The mansion reflects the taste and discernment of a family symbolic of American enterprise in the early years of commerce in our country.  Westchester Community College, its Board of Trustees, its President, Joseph Hankin and 

County Executives, past and present have preserved and maintained a true historic site in Buena Vista Farms- Hartford Hall.

ONCE UPON A TIME……..

             …there was no Westchester Community College.  To those of you who think of WCC in terms of registration lines, parking lots lined with cars, championship basketball teams, and term papers, try to envision hundreds of acres of woods, hills, lakes, and streams.

In 1780, about 500 British and Hessian troops marched across these fields.  There was a surprise attack on Young’s Corners (now Grasslands and Knollwood Roads). After leaving the scene of the attack, the troops came upon a small group of colonists, some were wounded and some were suffering from the effects of smallpox.  These colonists were buried alive in deep snow drifts on what is now part of our campus.

Years later, much of the land passed into the hands of Reiss Carpenter, farmer and later founder of Kensico Cemetery.  In 1910, he was a victim of a swindle and died in debt.  Joseph Daly, the next purchaser of the property, was a horse fancier and used much of the acreage for the breeding horses.  Later, during World War I, a large victory garden was planted on what is now the site of the Student Center parking lot.

One turning point in the history of the land occurred when Daly sold the property to John Hartford, son of the founder of the Atlantic and Pacific Tea Company, known to us as the A & P.  Mr. Hartford’s Tudor mansion was built in 1932 with more than 20 rooms.  Many of the bedrooms had built-in safes, and secret panels that opened at the touch of a button.  The bathrooms were fitted with gold fixtures.  Wood paneling furnished throughout consisted of oak, walnut and poplar.  Winding staircases and a private movie screening room were among its more interesting features.

On the property were three greenhouses, a blacksmith shop, two additional houses, a nine-hole golf course and an 80 by 200 foot indoor riding ring for polo, which is where the Technology Building, Student Center and Gymnasium now stand.


In 1957, the County supervisors negotiated the real estate bargain of the century by paying only $750,000 for the approximately 370 acres and all the buildings.  Included were some laboratories built for Yale University, which used the land for a brief period.  Ironically, the purchase was our “second” choice.  The land originally sought was the Gaisman estate in Hartsdale.  Those 136 acres would have cost $675,000.  However, that deal never materialized.  The Hartford estate was subsequently appraised at $1.5 million.  Since the state reimbursed community colleges 50% of appraised valuation, the actual cost to the county was nothing.

Once Upon a Time-continued


The vote for purchase the Hartford Estate was 35 to 1.  The lone dissenter did not believe the county funds should be spend on a college.  Once the purchase had been made, a myriad of questions arose.  A decision was needed regarding expansion to a four-year college.  (In 1947, only 216 students were enrolled at what was then called the Institute of Applied Arts and Sciences at White Plains).  By 1953, the total was still less than 600 and the county, now responsible for the college, debated whether to raise the total number of students to be enrolled.  Some residents wanted a county museum and library built on the campus.  Others advocated the creation of an agricultural center, while still others wanted a new county center built here.  


By September 1957, students had left cramped quarters on Battle Avenue and started the move to our present campus.  Hartford’s cinema room became a cloak room; students studied in the luxurious surroundings of the mansion.


Today as you wander over the hills of the WCC campus, remember that this was pasture land, a farm, a small footnote in the Revolutionary War, the estate of a millionaire, and now an educational reservoir for thousands of county residents.  Perhaps we can all contribute to the continuation of an already colorful history.  The story is not yet ended……..
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HARTFORD HALL

HOUSE AND GROUNDS

At WESTCHESTER COMMUNITY COLLEGE

Hartford Hall, once the elegant country retreat of a publicity-shy New York millionaire and today part of the Westchester Community College complex, can tell us much about the lifestyle of one of America’s wealthiest families.

Designed by the New York architectural firm of Manner and MacNeille and declared a national landmark in 1979, it was built in a lavish style that would not have been out of place among the ocean front mansions in Newport, R.I.  Following the completion in 1932, it served for nearly two decades as the summer and holiday weekend hideaway of John A. and Pauline (Polly) Hartford.

The Hartford family was prominently identified with the growth of the A & P food retailing colossus.  In 1859 John’s father, George Huntington Hartford, founded the Great Atlantic and Pacific Tea Company.  John Hartford, who joined the “Tea Company” at the age of 16, later converted this small obscure firm into the largest retail food store chain the world had ever seen and made the “A & P” a household word.

HARTFORD HALL-House & Grounds-WCC continued

John increased the number of A & P stores from 480 in 1912 to 15,737 in 1930.  These were highly efficient cash and carry stores, using low markup to generate phenomenal sales and handsome profits- a revolutionary concept in its day, but well suited to American family budgets in the Depression era.  At the time of John’s death in 1951, it was the undisputed leader in its field, second only to General Motors in annual sales volume.

Hartford Hall became the centerpiece of the 370 acre Valhalla tract acquired by John & Polly Hartford in 1930 which they named “Buena Vista Farm”.  The windswept, rolling estate of fields and woodlands, which now includes the site of the Westchester Community College campus, well accommodated in an atmosphere of total privacy, the Hartfords’ love of outdoor recreation and luxurious indoor living.  They rode horseback, took walks and played golf where today college students, loaded down with books, hurry from building to building between classes.

Towards the highest point of the estate, the mansion takes full advantage of the “buena vista” available.  On a clear day, from windows of the upper floors, Long Island Sound and its far shore can be glimpsed in the southeast view.

HARTFORD HALL-House & Grounds-WCC continued

The mansion is a blending if many architectural styles.  English Tudor predominates.  The outside walls are surfaced with cut fieldstone, bricks, mortar and (in gabled sections) stucco and exposed timbers.  The dark brown roof tiles are shaped to simulate hand hewn wooden shingles; viewed from afar, they display an interesting textured effect.  The roof is an exciting combination of steeply gabled sections, interspersed with broad and narrow dormers.  Five massive chimneys tower above it.


Earth tones predominate on the roof and exterior walls, so that the big house blends well with the trees and shrubs around it.  The best view of the mansion is from the middle of the campus, at the foot of the hill behind it.

The front entrance is on the shady side, facing north.  The visitor walks through solid wooden double doors framed by a Roman arch of stone.  Inside, oak paneled walls frame the spacious hallway.  Many of these panels open at the touch of concealed latches; behind them may be found a walk-in closet for coats, a lavatory, a broom closet, bookshelves or a sink for mops.  Plaster ceilings in the hall feature hand-carved medallions.

At the west end of the downstairs hallway is a sunken living room or “grand salon” of truly baronial proportions and elegant decor, flanked to the further west by an open-air roofed verandah.  This magnificent room, with its massive fireplace, today is the office of 
HARTFORD HALL-House & Grounds-WCC continued

WCC President Dr. Joseph N. Hankin.  The smaller room next to it, once used by the Hartfords for the private screening of first-run movies, now houses the office of the president’s executive secretary.

Directly across the hall from the screening room is the former Hartford library, now the book-lined office of Vice President and Dean of Academic Affairs, Dr. Chet Rogalski.  Its south-facing windows overlook the campus.  Its west wall includes a most convincing panel camouflaged to simulate leather-bound books which, at the touch of a hidden button, swings open to reveal a small pantry connecting with Dr. Hankin’s office.

Also worth visiting is the conservatory/solarium on the south side of the mansion, opposite the front door.  Sunshine pours in through three sets of glass double doors.  Two deans’ secretaries have their desks here.  To the left of the solarium as one faces south is an oval-shaped room in which the Hartfords had their breakfast.  The walls are ornamented with pictures of animals in a bucolic setting.  It, too, overlooks the campus.  It is now the office of Juana Reina, Vice President and Dean of Student Personnel Services.


To the east of the central hall is the wood paneled formal dining room with a handsome fireplace made of polished wood and marble.  This room now is the Board Room where the ten members of the Board of Trustees hold their monthly meetings.  It also is used for other meetings and small conferences.

HARTFORD HALL-House & Grounds-WCC continued


Not to be missed is the spiral staircase leading from the downstairs hall to the second floor.  With its oak rail and fancy wrought iron posts, the broad staircase has a massive solid feel to it as one climbs upon sweeps down.  To make room for the staircase, the north wall of the mansions protrudes in a semi-circular curve.  This curved wall contains clear and stain glass windows which admit natural light from the north.  An interesting chandelier hangs from the second floor ceiling to illuminate the stairway after nightfall.

Upstairs, a prime point of interest is the Hartford’s master suite.  In addition to the master bedroom it included “his” and “hers” rooms and bathrooms.  John Hartford’s bathroom was tiled in blue and Polly’s in pink; both have built-in scales for weight watching.  The suite at one time housed the headquarters of The Westchester Historical Society; it now serves as the offices of The Foundation for Westchester Community College, with every room utilized for office use.

A hall papered with bucolic landscapes leads from the Hartford suite to three guest bedrooms, each with its own bathroom and walk-in closet.  The bathrooms are tiled in lavender, bright yellow and green, respectively; two bedrooms have marble faced fireplaces.  These three rooms now house the college’s Office of College/Community Relations, accommodating conference spaces and computer equipment.

HARTFORD HALL-House & Grounds-WCC continued

A two-story wing at the east end of the building, originally containing service rooms and servants’ living quarters, now provides space for additional offices for staff members who report to Deans Flynn and Ford.  In the spacious Hartford kitchen, the huge cooking range has been replaced by a copy machine.

All told, the mansion has 21 rooms, not counting nooks and alcoves that have been pressed into service as offices.  Even the large attic with its separate cedar-lined room, is utilized for limited functions.

The college has pledged to retain for Hartford Hall, as far as in humanly possible, the structure, look and atmosphere that it had in the time of John and Polly Hartford.
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