


INTRODUCTION

In March of 1976, | attended a meeting of the New London Historic District Study Committee at
which Clark Strickland and Herbert Darby of the Connecticut Historical Commission were present.
The local committee asked of Mr. Strickland and Mr. Darby what areas of New London they con-
sidered worthy to be designated as Historic Districts. Both waxed enthusiastic about Starr and Tilley
Streets, declaring that the preservation and restoration of those areas could give New London na-
tional status in preservation circles.

Intrigued, my wife Sharon and |, after first ascertaining where Starr Street was, took a close look at
the street. The potential was there, though not too evident: the street was a compact area composed
of predominantly Greek Revival style houses, most of which were deteriorating, and five of which,
out of twenty-one, were abandoned. The official plan of the city was to demolish the street for acom-
mercial plot under the aegis of the Redevelopment Agency.

At this stage, we decided to commit ourselves to Starr Street by purchasing and rehabilitating a
home. The house that caught our attention was 32 Starr Street, abandoned since 1966, but of an at-
tractive ltalianate style. We met Edward York, then the head Building Inspector, at the house to deter-
mine its soundness. His first reaction was that the only thing that could be done for the building was
to take a wrecking ball to it. But after examining it thoroughly from basement to the attic, he admit-
ted that the house was salvageable.

Conversations with Melvin Jetmore, head of the Housing Conservation Program, and Jean
Louhisdon, loan officer, revealed their willingness to support us not only in seeking to change the
city’s plan for Starr Street, but also in obtaining a loan to undertake the rehabilitation of 32 Starr
Street. With this tentative commitment in hand, we then purchased the house in September of 1976.
Robert Ornstein, our architect, then began to formulate plans and to advise us on the first steps of
rehabilitation. We gutted the house of the plaster and lath inside, and stripped off the asphalt
shingles and wood shingles which had been placed over the original clapboards on the exterior. We
removed windows and had them stripped and then reglazed them ourselves. Meanwhile, our plans
were submitted and approved by the Housing Conservation Agency, and put out to bid. The general
contractor awarded the job, the George Field Company, began work the following summer.

With the approval of the City Council, the Housing Conservation Agency had begun seeking a
developer to rehabilitate the rest of Starr Street, and had begun to actively purchase houses on the
street. After several prospective developers had been considered, the Savings Bank of New London
in April of 1978 entered into an agreement with the City of New London for the restoration of Starr
Street, thus ensuring the completion of the goal my wife and | had hoped for two years previously.

This booklet is the result of research done by my brother, John M. Plummer, in 1977, using the
resources of the land records, city directories, census records, newspaper accounts, and the
physical evidence of the houses themselves. Starr Street, always a middle class area during the nine-
teenth century, never received the amount of attention or documentation that wealthier portions of
New London did. The paucity of information available made his task difficult, especially when infor-
mation about a building is contradictory in nature. The material is presented in essentially the same
form as when he prepared it in 1977, and thus the descriptions are of the conditions of the buildings
at that time, and invite comparison with the current appearance, now so dramatically altered.

The significance of Starr Street is quite different than the significance of other buildings or areas
considered historic. It has no association with the great events that shaped American history, nor
does it exhibit the hand of the great architects of its time. Rather, Starr Street is essentially a slice of
the average individual’s tastes and lifestyle during the nineteenth century. The area catered to the
needs of the small artisan and merchant rather than the wealthy entrepeneur, a fact reflected in the
humbler aspirations of the houses themselves compared with, say, the grander pretensions of Whale
Oil Row only a few blocks away.

As aneighborhood, Starr Street has always been close to the puise of New London. By the late nine-
teenth and early twentieth century, Starr Street had begun to house the successive waves of im-
migrants who were to shape the future of the city: Irish, Italian, Greek, Black, and finally, Puerto
Ricans. Had the city not made the decision to demolish the street, it doubtless would have con-
tinued to serve the function of welcoming newcomers to New London. The result, however, of that
decision was to destroy the interests of the property owners in maintaining and caring for their
buildings, and Starr Street began the precipitous deciine only arrested by the drastic remedial action

now taking piace.
Dale S. Plummer, President
New London Landmarks-Union Railroad Station Trust, Inc.
September 14, 1979
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