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The Noah Webster House is a good example of a modest eighteenth century farmhouse.
It may date from about 1700 and was surrounded by 80 or 90 acres of farmland when
Noah Webster was born there, supposedly in the north upstairs room, October 16,
1758,

The simple frame house is a basic rectangular two-story gable-roofed structure
with two rooms on each floor, one on each side of a large central chimney. The
exterior is clapboarded and the few sash windows have nine~over-six panes. An
unusual one-story brick addition was added to the house, presumably at an early
date since it was used as a kitchen. An interesting feature is a stone sink and
a connecting trough that runs to the outside of the house. Later an ell was
added to this back section,

No substantial research has bemdone on the architectural history of the house so
that the dates of construction and changes are imprecise and the extent of altera-
tion from the original eighteenth century period are, as yet, unknown.

During an extensive restoration project in 1968 the clapboarding and trim were
repaired and painted red, and considerable other structural work was done before
opening the house as a museum, owned by the town. In the past year a large,
modern, one-room museum was added to the little ell at the rear of the house.
The ell was renovated as a modern kitchen area.

The museum is barnlike in appearance, with vertical clapboarding on the exterior.
It was built at a lower level than the original house so that, although large,

it is not taller than the Webster house itself, It extends to the edge of the
property line in the rear, leaving little space behind the house, The interior
is a modern museum, with paneled walls, tract lighting and a overhanging balcony
work area. The Noah Webster Foundation is still in the process of collecting
Webster memorabilia and artifacts to display in what is supposed to become West
Hartford's local history museum.
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STATEMENT OF SIGNIFICANCE

Noah Webster, the famous lexicographer and spelling book author, was born in this
house in 1758. He left the farm at the age of 16 to attend Yale, and, after gradua-
tion, returned to the homestead while he taught school in Hartford and West Hartford.
The house is a two-story frame structure, which may date from 1700, and has an
unusual brick addition on the rear.

Webster graduated from Yale University in 1778, and intended to enter a legal career.
However, he became interested in lexicography and soon began to devote his full time
to this subject. His first dictionary was published in 1806, and the printing in

1828 of his notable work, An American Dictionary of English Languages (2 volumes), was
probably the most ambitious publishing project undertaken up to that time in America.

Biography

Noah Webster was born in October 16, 1758, on his father's 90 acre farm in the
"Western Division" of Hartford, Connecticut. In 1774, when Noah wanted to attend
Yale, his father had to mortgage his farm to pay his son's college bills. Noah
Webster decided upon a legal career when he graduated and he had to finance further
studies himself,

From the beginning of his professional life Webster was interested in education. In
correspondence with Washington and Franklin, Webster discussed his proposed phonectic
alphabet, and in a letter to Washington proposed the adoption of Franklin's radical
phonetics as "a very simple plan of reducing the language to perfect regularity,"

a plan so progressive itahad to be given up.

Webster's 1nterest in educatlon followed another direction, when from 1812 to 1822 he
lived in Amherst,:-Massgchusetts, where he could live more economically. He became
very involved in higher education and was one of the founders of Amherst College.

The work that made Webster Ffamous began in 1783, when he published an elementary
spelling book as the fi¥st part of A Grammatical Institute of the English Language.
The Institute was completed with the addition of a grammar in 1784 and a reader in
1785, This was the*beglnning of many productive years during which Webster published
as a journalist, essayist, promoter of copyright legislation, grammarian, pamphleteer,
editor, publisher, author of schoolbooks, and lexicographer.

The breadth of -his career..is not widely known. He wrote upon economics, and has been
described as "one of the best of the early economists of America.' He wrote about

(Continued)
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medicine and his A Brief History of Epidemic and Pestilential Diseases (1799) was an
important contribution to knowledge in this field. He was interested in history and
edited John Winthrop's journal in 1790. He also was a student of physics, climato-
logy, and population. Such wide-ranging interests were essential background for his
later work as a lexicographer.

Webster wrote for the magazines of his period and was known for his progressive
thinking about the importance of education to the future of democracy. 1In an
article published in The American Magazine in 1787-88 he wrote:

Two regulations are essential to the continuance
of republican governments: 1, Such a distribu-
tion of lands and such principles of descent and
alienation as shall give every citizen a power
of acquiring what his industry merits; 2. Such
a system of education as gives every citizen an
opportunity of acquiring knowledge and fitting
himself for places of trust. These are funda-
mental articles~-the sine qua non of the exis-
tence of the American republics...

Webster's first dictionary, A Compendious Dictionary of the English Language was
published in 1806. This began nearly 20 years of continuous work, which resulted
in An American Dictionary of the English Language in 1828. Prior to Webster,
dictionaries recorded only literary words--not the whole of a "language''--and
therefore they omitted many common words, especially scientific terms and
colloquial expressions. Webster's American Dictionary was not faultless, but his
principles of definition were sound, and the definitions in many cases cannot be
bettered today, for '"Webster was a born definer."

Noah Webster's first books, the Grammatical Institute with its reader and speller,
were written for school children, They began a series of spellers and grammars,
most notably The American Spelling Book and An American Selection of Lessons in
Reading and Speaking. Webster, in 1837, estimated that 15 million copies of his
spelling books had been printed. By 1890, it has been estimated, the number had
risen to more than 60 million., In revised edition, and under various titles, his
speller, commonly known as "The Blue-Backed Speller," was widely issued into the
twentieth century, and is still available from at least one publisher today.

The linquistic principles that Webster urged in his spellers and his dictionaries
live on today. Spelling books being written and used presently are direct
descendants of Webster's, Dictionaries still use his rules for pronunciation and

(Continued)
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definition. Their approach to language, as a living part of human culture and as

an expression of the people who use it, comes directly from Webster's innovations
in the preparation of his first American Dictionary of 1828.

In a note to the frontispiece of Webster's Third International Dictionary of 1961

(the eighth in direct line from the American Dictionary) the editors wrote in
tribute to Noah Webster:

Webster brought out a revised edition of the
Dictionary in 1841, just before his death. The
Spelling Book had meanwhile undergone many
revisions and improvements. These two books,
written to illumine and explain to the American
people both their language and their culture,
were his contribution to American civilization.
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Early in the twentieth century the fields and orchards surrounding the Webster
house were developed into very fashionable suburbs. Today the house stands

on the westerly side of South Main Street, with the nearby homes quite nicely
screened by landscaping. The house is situated approximately one mile south
of the center of West Hartford at the intersection of Main Street and Farming-
ton Avenue, and about a mile north of U.S. Route 84.

Beginning at the northeast corner of the property on South Main Street, the
boundary follows the west curb of South Main Street for 116 feet, then runs
along the property line in a southeasterly direction for 119 feet, then westerly
for 115 feet, then northwesterly for 120 feet to the beginning point on South
Main Street,

The twentieth century ell (now a modern kitchen), the porch, and the museum
addition to the rear of the Webster house do not contribute to the national
significance of the structure.
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