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Valentine’s Day: 
Past & Present

     The story of Valentine’s Day begins in Ancient Rome during the 3rd Century Crisis. During 
this tumultuous time when emperors rose and fell in rapid succession, cavalry commander 
Claudius Gothicus became emperor in 268AD, after his predecessor, Gallienus, was assassinated. 
Claudius Gothicus executed one or more men now known as St. Valentine on February 14. What 
did St. Valentine do to anger Claudius Gothicus? Versions vary, but according to some accounts, 
St. Valentine’s crime was performing marriages for Christian couples. 
      By the time that Shakespeare wrote Hamlet, Valentine’s Day had evolved into a popular hol-
iday about love with its own unique customs. In Elizabethan England, men would give women 
gloves for Valentine’s Day. If the woman returned the man’s love, she would wear his gloves on 
Easter. Ophelia’s song in Hamlet alludes to another Elizabethan tradition. It was believed that 
the first man that a maiden saw outside of her window on Valentine’s Day would become her 
husband.
      Today, even though looking out the window on Valentine’s Day is no longer deemed a great 
way to find your future mate, Valentine’s Day is still a holiday about love that people in Wethers-
field and around the world love to celebrate. For a special treat this Valentine’s Day, take a 
romantic stroll with your partner past the Keeney Memorial Cultural Center (200 Main Street). In 

the windows, you will find copies of some of our favorite Valentine’s Day Cards that local lovers sent to their valentines. These cards 
serve as a reminder that, although the way we celebrate may change, Valentine’s Day will endure because no emperor or virus can 
kill the love we feel for one another.  Happy Valentine’s Day!   Look for more cards on our website

     Premiering on cable’s History Channel February 14th at 9:00 
pm The Food that Built America Season 2 will feature settings 
filmed last October in both the Keeney Memorial Cultural Center 
and the Hurlbut-Dunham House. 
      Actors portraying food industry titans tell the stories of the 
pioneers behind food empires such as Oreos, Frito Lay, Reese’s, 
White Castle, Wrigley’s and Campbell’s Soup. Cast and crew 
followed strict social distancing protocols and followed the guide-
lines of their on-site Covid-19 officer.  
     The popular TV series drew close to 19 million viewers in the 
first season and stars well-known food author and TV personality 
Adam Richman. The show presents facts and shares stories about 
our country’s favorite brands and the determined individuals that 
brought them to market. 
     Viewers may see the HD House porch, and office scenes shot 
in the Keeney Ballroom. Look for the office that was built in the 
Keeney storage closet, featuring a fireplace with faux slate, an 
HD antique cabinet housing prop soup cans, and side doors of 
the Keeney used as mock loading docks for Reese’s, and the first 
Frito’s corn chips made in the Hurlbut Dunham house kitchen. 
     This is the third production company in three years that has 
selected Wethersfield and the Wethersfield Historical Society prop-
erties to produce their work. “We are pleased the production com-

panies describe our town and WHS as “film friendly, “ said Rental 
Coordinator Jill Fletcher, “The production managers and location 
scout team shared they love the exterior shots in a village setting, 
the easy load-in with our spacious parking lot and the value of our 
relationships with area catering firms and other vendors-and the 
availability of classrooms 
that allow space for craft 
services, hair, make-up, 
and wardrobe. Despite 
long hours, it is always 
a pleasant experience to 
work with film industry 
professionals that respect 
and appreciate the age of 
the buildings and share 
our museums and collec-
tion objects with millions 
of interested people 
across the country.” 

Look for more photos 
on our website! 

Tomorrow is Saint Valentine’s Day
All in the morning betime,
And I a maid at your window
To be your valentine.
-Ophelia’s Song in William Shakespeare’s Hamlet 4.5.48-51

Prop box in HD parlor

History Channel chooses Society locations to shoot The Food That Built America
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Forecast 
Dear WHS Members, 
Happy New Year!  We have made it through 2020, and 
are now looking forward to a much better 2021.
      I would like to thank all of our members who so 
generously donated to the historical society in the past 
year. Our rental and fundraising event income was 
hard hit by the pandemic in 2020, but thanks to a PPP 
Loan, a CARES Grant and the outstanding support of 
our members, we made it through the year with a rela-
tively small deficit in our operating budget.  
     As we look forward to the pandemic subsiding, our 
rentals and events will still be affect-
ed in the first part of the year, but 
we are planning on holding our Old 
Wethersfield Arts & Crafts Fair on 
October 2, and hopefully some oth-
er outdoor events in the summer 
months. Meanwhile, please enjoy 
the many virtual offerings we have 
on our website (more are on the way!), and interesting 
articles in this issue of the Almanac. 
      We also love to hear from you!  We are still collect-
ing nominations for our Wethersfield Women exhibit 
and information for our Chronicling COVID-19 project. 
We will also be seeking community input for our ex-
hibit marking the 20th Anniversary of 9/11 this August 
and September.  We continue to answer research re-
quests at the Old Academy as well, so send an email to 
society@wethersfieldhistory.org if you have questions 
we can help with.  
   I wish you happiness and good health in 2021, and 
look forward to seeing you soon!

      Amy Northrop Wittorf    Executive Director



Eleanor Buck Wolf display

Wethersfield Women will 
remain on display in the 
Watson Gallery at the Keeney 
Memorial Cultural Center 
until July 2021.

Coming soon to our website, 
Wethersfield Women will be 
converted to a virtual exhibi-
tion for you to enjoy at home,
with a few new additions! 

On View Now: Wethersfield Women
Wethersfield Women, our 

newest exhibit featuring women 
who made significant contribu-
tions to the Wethersfield com-
munity, went on display in the 
Watson Gallery in October 2020. 
The exhibit showcases 30+ wom-
en who, through their lives and 
actions, became the cornerstone 
of Wethersfield’s history. Their
impact is still felt today.
                                                                Ann Pimm in front of her part of the exhibit.
      Staff has been busy showing 
the exhibit to those who contributed to the exhibit, family and friends of the 
women we have featured. One of our most fun exhibit showings was to 100-
year-old Ann Pimm! Ann is well known for teaching dance in Wethersfield 
for many years. Accompanied by some of her past students, Ann sat in front 
of her display while the group reminisced.
      While we are currently closed to the public as we wait for the worst of 
Covid-19 to pass, we are currently allowing members of Wethersfield Historical 
Society first access to see the exhibition, starting March 2020. Members may set 
up an appointment to visit Wethersfield Women by contacting Curator Kristina 
Oschmann via email at kristina.oschmann@wethersfieldhistory.org.         
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Lemuel Custis
Before 1940, African Americans were barred from flying in the U.S. 
military. Civil rights organizations and the Black press influenced the 
formation of the Tuskegee Airmen in 1941. The group was a top notch 
team of fighter pilots that served during World War II. Lemuel Rod-
ney Custis was one of the first five men to train as part of this team, 
based in Tuskegee, Alabama. Custis was assigned to the all-Black 99th 
Fighter Squadron, which flew escort and patrol missions in P-40 War-
hawk aircraft in North Africa, Sicily and Italy from April 1943 to July 
1944. Among the many decorations and honors he received, Custis was 
awarded the Distinguished Flying Cross for his achievements during 
the nearly 100 combat missions he flew.  Custis lived on Nott Street in 
Wethersfield, and served as a member of the Community Appearance 
Committee of Wethersfield, and the Equal Opportunity Council. He 
graduated from Hartford High School and Howard University before 
joining the Hartford Police Department in 1940, becoming Hartford’s 

first Black policeman. He left the police force to enlist during World War II, and left the service in 1946. 
He went on to work in the State Tax Department. 

WHS Celebrates Black History Month

Juanita Hayes
Juanita Harris Hayes was a Wethersfield resident who advocated 

for Black education and an integrated community.  She was aunt to 
Denise Nappier, the first woman elected State Treasurer in Connecti-
cut history, the first African American woman elected State Treasur-
er in the United States, and the first African American woman elect-
ed to any statewide office in Connecticut.  Juanita worked as Tenant 
Relations Advisor for the Hartford Housing Authority, at the Bellev-
ue Square housing complex in Hartford’s North End. In 1965, Juan-
ita advocated in favor of a new bill that would benefit the younger 
residents of the Bellevue complex. Many children were paying to 
travel to new schools that were further away from where they lived. 
The new bill would increase available funds so that students would 
no longer have to pay for the bus fares out of their own pocket. Many of the children living in the 
project had to skip lunch so they could afford their bus ride to school, which increased the possibility 
of dropout rates. Juanita believed that as many as 40 children would be helped by the bill’s funds.  

     Black History Month is an annual celebration of achievements by African Americans, a time 
to recognize their central role in U.S. history. We have chosen to feature several Wethersfield 
individuals throughout the month of February on our social media channels. Be sure to head 
there to learn about the individuals we have chosen. Here is an excerpt of selected individuals:
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      The Black History Month 2021 theme, “Black Family: Representation, Identity and Diver-
sity” explores the African diaspora, and the spread of Black families across the United States. 
The 2021 Black History Month theme is best reflected by two Wethersfield family stories.

CONTINUED ON NEXT PAGE



      Sarah received a B.S. degree in Education from Central State University in Ohio in 1961, a histori-
cally Black university picked so that Sarah could have a social life. She earned Master’s degrees in Edu-
cation and Guidance, as well as a 6th year certificate in Educational Administration from the University 
of Hartford. She taught at Goodwin Elementary School in East Hartford, went on to serve as a direc-
tor of guidance at A.I. Prince Technical High School in Hartford, and was principal at Danbury High 
School.
      Sarah was a past president of the Hartford Alumnae Chapter of Delta Sigma Theta Sorority, a driv-
ing force in the Greater Hartford area with a purpose to provide services and programs that enlighten, 
engage and educate the community on social issues that have a direct impact on the African American 
community. As part of Delta Sigma Theta and the Cicuso Club, Sarah organized events that raised 
scholarship money for African American students to attend college.
       She was an executive committee member of the Equal Opportunity Council in Wethersfield, an or-
ganization that sought to promote integrated housing in Wethersfield. This cause was particularly close 
to the Wood family because of their experience trying to buy a house. When the Woods had to sell their 
home in 1958 to make way for the Putnam bridge approach, they attempted to buy another home in 
Rocky Hill. They were told that they had to be a Mason to live on the street, and the price of the house 
was increased by $2,000. They built a new house on the remainder of their property on Middletown 
Ave near the bridge approach instead, where there was a cordial manner between neighbors, though 
they left one another alone. 

           Sarah Wood served on Society’s Governing and Advisory Boards from 2006-2018.

Sarah Elizabeth Wood was born in

Sarah Wood Wethersfield, and graduated from
Wethersfield High School in 1957. In 

the mid-1930s, the Wood family moved into a rented home on Warner 
Place in Wethersfield and experienced social isolation while living in a 
predominantly white suburb. Sarah was the only African American at 
Wethersfield High School during her time there. During high school, 
racism led to a shift in how Sarah was treated by her white peers. Ac-
cording to her mother, “When [African Americans are] little, they can 
associate with the other children. But then they get up to dating age, 
about 14 or 15, and there’s a drawing away. […] Just like that. And it’s 
the parents. They tell them, ‘You don’t associate with Sadie.’ They’re so 
afraid of friendship between boys and girls.”

    Previously, the Afro-American Social Club Inc. contributed money for transport of the Bellevue resi-
dents, but the funds were not enough. Project Concern was a program implemented in 1966 that grant-
ed Connecticut students residing within the city limits of three of Connecticut’s largest cities (Hartford, 
New Haven and Bridgeport) the ability to attend suburban schools. Students enrolled in Project Con-
cern began attending Wethersfield Public Schools in September 1968.
    When buying a house in Wethersfield, the Hayes family faced discrimination from real estate agents 
who refused to show homes in the suburbs to African Americans. To fight against this problem, Alvin 
and Juanita Hayes became founding members of the Wethersfield Equal Opportunity Council. This 
group formed in 1963 to encourage Black families to move to Wethersfield, and to persuade white resi-
dents to support integrated neighborhoods.
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Slavery and Wetherfield - Excerpts

WHS Research librarian 
Martha Smart 
has contributed an extended 
piece to our website’s “Articles 
from the Community”. Here 
are selected excerpts from 
“Slavery and Wethersfield”, 
available in its entirety at 
www.wethersfieldhistory.org.

Sugar and Slavery
    The popular book The Witch of Blackbird Pond written by Elizabeth George 
Speare in 1957 tells the story of Kit Tyler, orphaned on Barbados, traveling to 
relatives in Wethersfield in 1687, and of her life there. It opens with her trip on 
a sailing vessel out of Saybrook, the Dolphin, traveling from Barbados on its 
final leg up the Connecticut River As the vessel starts upriver, Kit angers Nat 
Eaton, the young first mate and son of the captain, by telling him that their 
vessel is filthy with the stench of horses. Nat’s angry reaction leads to the sub-
ject of slavery, he asking Kit if she prefers the smell of dead bodies stinking in 
the holds of ships. When she shows confusion over his response, he throws up 
the subject of slavery in Barbados.  She admits to it but asks if there are not also 
slaves in America.  He replies, yes, mostly “down Virginia way”, but fine New 
England folk “like you” pay good prices for slaves. “We Eatons are almighty 
proud that our ship has the good honest stink of horses…” rather than that of 
Africans dying on slave ships, for Nat proudly states that his father refuses to 
carry cargoes of slaves.

CONTINUED ON NEXT PAGE
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     Slavery then totally disappears from the story, although the records show that there 
was slavery in Wethersfield at this time. This opening exchange is rife with unintended 
irony and hypocrisy.  In Nat’s reality, slavery occurs elsewhere—in Barbados, in Vir-
ginia, and among rich people in other parts of New England. The hands of the Eaton 
family are clean of the stain of slavery.  However, that “good honest trade”, bringing 
to Connecticut sugar and molasses from Barbados in exchange for Connecticut horses, 
in reality is supporting some of the most brutal of the slavery that Nat so abhors. This 
dialogue between the protagonist of this Newbery Award winning book and the young 
man who becomes its hero can be read as a paradigm for what, over the years, became 
the telling of the history of slavery and Wethersfield.
     The West Indies, which includes Barbados, became a big market for Wethersfield 
trade, as well as that for all of New England.  Wethersfield, far from needing the aid of 
a vessel from Saybrook, was one of the first towns on the Connecticut River to engage 
in maritime trade.  In 1642, The River Towns-Wethersfield, Hartford, and Windsor-were 
authorized by the Connecticut Colony to cooperate in building a “shipp.”   This is the 
first mention of shipbuilding in Connecticut.  In 1648, Thomas Deming, a ship’s car-
penter, was granted land by the town of Wethersfield to operate a “work yard upon 
the Common by the Landing Place.”  Then, in November, 1649, the 
General Court authorized the owners of the “shipp at Wethersfield to 
get and make so many pipestaves, as will freight out the said shipp the 
first voyage….”  The name of the vessel was the Tryall.
     The West Indies were also the big British market for the African 
slave trade in the 17th and 18th centuries and into the 19th century.  
Discovered by Columbus on his voyage west in 1492, the West Indies 
are a group of mostly volcanic islands lying largely in the Caribbean 
between Florida and the coast of South America. Columbus claimed 
these lands for Spain, but as Spain ebbed in power, other European 
nations — Britain, France, The Netherlands, Denmark--rushed in to 
establish colonies.
     What started out as small holdings by individual settlers in these islands soon 
turned into large plantations run by slave labor. Barbados was where this first occurred 
in the British colonies; this was due to what has been labeled the “Sugar Revolution.”  
Columbus had originally introduced sugar cane to the New World; his mother-in-law 
had grown it in the Canary Islands, and he apparently expected it to do well in the “In-
dies.” However, where it first took hold in the new world was in Portuguese Brazil, and 
from here it was intrduced into Barbados in the 1640s, probably by the Dutch.

     The growing, harvesting, and processing of sugar cane was labor intensive, requir-
ing a large and continuing supply of cheap labor, and, as the Portuguese had shown, 
captives from Africa offered the best option for that labor. Carried to markets in the 
New World, first by the Spanish and Portuguese, the British and Dutch also became 
participants in the slave trade. In treaties of 1641 and 1642, first the Dutch and then the 
British gained treaty rights from Portugal that opened the Portuguese slave depots

The West Indies, 
which includes 
Barbados, became 
a big market for 
Wethersfield 
trade, as well 
as that for all of 
New England. 

CONTINUED ON NEXT PAGE
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and plantation islands to British and Dutch traders. Slaves from these Portuguese plan-
tations were especially desired for their knowledge of sugar culture and processing.  
With the increased trade in human bodies, it is estimated that upwards of 12,570,000 
humans were transported from Africa between the mid-1600s and 1867 in this brutal 
and horrific commerce.

Sugar and Trade
     Sugar became the cash crop of the British, in part because of European colonial ex-
ploitation of other tropical or near tropical food stuffs, namely tea, coffee, and cocoa.  
Great profits accrued to planters, bankers, slave traders, merchants, and ship owners 

from growing sugar as a single crop on the islands of the West Indies.  Con-
sequently, food, livestock, horses, lumber and manufactured items were not 
produced.  Hence the need to import such products by ship, and for that the 
southern coast of New England was conveniently close.
     These conditions proved a perfect fit for trade between New England and 
the Sugar Islands of the West Indies.  Farmers here needed markets for their 
farm produce, livestock, fish and the ready production of forest products.  

Wethersfield, with its early start in shipbuilding and maritime trade, participated fully 
in this trade. 

      Flour, corn, peas, oats, and wheat, as well as the famous Wethersfield red onion, 
bricks, livestock, pigs, barreled salted meat and fish, and, of course, as Kit had noted, 
horses were shipped on Wethersfield vessels.  Herded overland to New London, the 
point of exit and entrance for all Connecticut shipping, both oxen and horses were there 
loaded onto vessels.  Many of these animals were headed for work in the sugar mills.  
They were the motive power for these mills, crushing the cane to release the sweet sap.  
This sap was then processed into molasses and progressively finer grades of sugar.  
Wethersfield vessels were returning with the products of this system--molasses, sugar, 
and rum. 

     The trade in salt has not been extensively noted as a factor in the West Indian trade. 
Much has been written about the trade of the American colonies with the West Indies-- 
and this holds true for Wethersfield-- in sugar, molasses, and rum. Undoubtedly, so 
much attention has been given to trade in these commodities because they were key 
components in the triangular slave trade among the American colonies, Europe, and 
Africa. Moreover, these were also items greatly desired by people; salt was an unglam-
ourous necessity. Not only does the human body require it, but salt was absolutely 
necessary to preserve quantities of food before the advent of modern refrigeration. This 
was especially true of meat, fish, butter, cheese, and lard. Other methods of preservation 
such as pickling, also required salt, and many a ham, pork shoulder, or bacon slab were 
brined in a solution of salt, sugar, and water before being smoked.

CONTINUED ON NEXT PAGE

The trade in salt 
has not been

 extensively noted 
as a factor in the 

West Indian trade.



9

     Most of the salt used in trade, raked out of shallow salt ponds, or pans in the Ba-
hamian Archipelago or the Antilles, was going to the North American seaboard col-
onies, including New England and Canada.  In a sense, these British colonies along 
the northeast coast had their own triangular trade with the West indies involving salt.  
Harvested by slaves, salt was then returned by sea captains to New England in trade 
for foodstuffs and forest products.  These things were absolutely vital to the islands, 
if starvation was not to occur.  The salt was then used to prepare preserved fish, beef, 
pork, butter, and lard. A good deal of these foodstuffs was then shipped back to the 
West Indies, repeating the trade cycle.

     All stages of sugar culture as well as salt harvesting were a horrific, brutalizing 
business, savaging and destroying animals as well as people. Trade in and misuse of 
en-slaved persons was woven into the fiber of life in the 17th, 18th, as well as a good 
part of the 19th centuries.  Walter Dorn, in his book, Competition for Empire, 1740-1763, 
states: “Both the French and the British empires were erected on the foundation of 
slave la-bor…This [slave ]trade …involved not merely the West Indies but the trade of 
the two rival east India Companies and in some measure that of the 
North American colonies.” In this colonial trade competition, 
Wethersfield and the Northeastern British colonies of America 
were fully complicit.

 

Slavery in Wethersfield 
      

   Wethersfield vessels were also returning from the Caribbean with cargo other than 
sugar, salt, rum, and molasses.  On a balance sheetfor the sloop Polly, owned by Justus 
Riley of Wethersfield, the account signed by his son, Justus Riley, Jr. “two Negroes” are 
listed, along with their evaluation and the portion due the ship.  The dateline for the 
accounting is Cape Francois, 1792, in what is now the nation of Haiti.  The connection 
between this balance sheet and a headstone in the Wethersfield burying ground is 
telling. It marks the grave of Francois, who accord-ing to the burial records of First 
Church, was the “servant” of Justus Riley.  An account book for the stone carver 
Samuel Galpin charges Riley with the cost of the stone and its placement. No 
imagination is required to assume there were other enslaved Africans brought to 
Wethersfield from the West Indies in the same manner.
     Wethersfield certainly had its share of local slavery.   It is more than likely that the 
earliest slaves here were Native Americans, captives of the Pequot War of 1637. It was 
the policy of Massachusetts Bay Colony and Connecticut, the victors in that conflict, to 
send the male captives as slaves to the West Indies and to enslave the women and chil-
dren here.  When John Latimer died in April, 1662, he left both a Native American 
slave and a “negress and child.” In trade for natives to the Caribbean, enslaved 
Africans were brought back to Connecticut.  There is no record of when the first such 
arrived in Wethersfield, but when Leonard Chester died in 1647, his inventory noted “a 
Neager maide” belonging to him appraised at 25 pounds.

CONTINUED ON NEXT PAGE
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     Slavery in Wethersfield was in no fashion hidden. Records are replete with entries on 
enslaved persons, owned by merchants, ship captains, farmers, lawyers, ministers of the 
church and tradesmen.  They left witness to such ownership in wills, inventories, land and 
sale records, manumissions, ads for runaways and for sales of slaves, account books, court 
and tax records.  This was especially true for the records kept by the church. One place 
enslaved persons do not generally appear is in vital records kept by the town.

Slavery in Wethersfield, Manumission, and the American Revolution
      The land records of Wethersfield, as well as entries in records of the town votes are a 
good, if not extensive, source of information. This is where some sale of slaves, plus man-
umissions may be recorded. With the approach of the Revolution and in its aftermath, 
many more manumissions appear.  Most certainly, the rhetoric of liberty surrounding the 
push for freedom from Great Britain was a factor.  People were realizing the hypocrisy 
of demanding liberty for themselves while holding people in bondage.  In January, 1778, 
Phineas Andrus, “being convinced of the injustice of the general practice of this country, 
in holding the Negroes slaves, during life, without their consent” released Prince Nauqui, 
age 47, unconditionally.

     Seemingly all of the most fervent Wethersfield supporters of freedom from 
Great Britain were slave owners and did not automatically nor totally free those 
they held in bondage.  Among these were Sheriff Ezekiel Williams, Joseph Webb, 
Captain John Chester, and, as previously, noted Stephen Mix Mitchell and Silas 
Deane. Deane deserves special note.  The son of a Groton blacksmith, he gradu-
ated from Yale, studied law, and, as a lawyer, set up practice in Wethersfield.  
His marriage to Mehitable Webb plunged him into the middle of the West 
Indian trade, of which the widowed Mehitable’s dead husband, Joseph Webb Sr, 

had been a mainstay. His second marriage to Elizabeth Saltonstall brought him into the 
sphere of the prominent political and merchant Saltonstall family of New London.  
Elizabeth’s brother Gurdon ran several slaving voyages to Africa.  At the same time that 
Deane was in this nexus of slavery, he was one of the leaders in the push for liberty from 
Great Britain.   It is small wonder that Samuel Johnson wrote in 1775 “…how is it that we 
hear the loudest Yelps for Freedom from the Drivers of Slaves?”

     Constructing a semblance of a life from bits and pieces of information is a tenuous pro-
cess, not exact and perhaps not very revealing. However, the habit of naming a free man in 
the records by only a first name or labeling him as to race as is done with Reuben Harrison 
and many other free Blacks, of being regarded as the “other,” perhaps does tell something 
of the texture and quality of that life. Blacks released from slavery may have been free, but 
they were not also equal.  This method of recording was a way of keeping them to that 
inferior status, where many Anglo Americans, the keepers of the records, considered them 
to belong, even when the ex-slaves had fought for American freedom.

CONTINUED ON NEXT PAGE
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Enslavement of Native Americans
     Even less has been recorded, and therefore less is known, about Native 
American slaves in Wethersfield.  Some mentioned in inventories and wills 
appear earlier in this account.  It is also known that Rev. Elisha Williams 
owned a woman slave who was Native American, as well as owning Black 
slaves, and Elisha Williams himself recorded the names and ages of a son and 
daughter of his Native American slave. Also, we do know that enslavement 
of Native Americans was ongoing during the colonial era in New England.
    Margaret E. Newell, in her article for the Colonial Society of Massachusetts, 
The Changing Nature of Indian Slavery in New England, states “… New England 
armies, courts and magistrates enslaved more than 1200 Indian men, women, 
and children in the seventeenth century alone, and bound many others into 
finite terms of servitude.”  At one point, the New England colonies stopped 
taking captive Native Americans as slaves and instead turned to other meth-
ods of binding them to unpaid labor, such as servitude for debt, crime, or by 
pauper indentures of even very young children. 
     Judicial binding of Native Americans or Native American/Black people 
for crime or debt was common in New England.  So was indenture of chil-
dren of such, either as pauper indentures done by town officials, or as actions 
by a parent because he/she wished the child to learn a trade.  There 
are also cases of Native American mothers working as free servants 
indenturing their very young children to keep them close, or of their 
employers indenturing them, claiming as justification the expense of 
keeping them.  No record of a pauper indenture for a Native Ameri-
can child has been found in Wethersfield but there is one for Hannah, 
the daughter of Sarah Keeney, a white woman and Sampson, a free 
Black man.  Sampson died, and the selectmen of Wethersfield, because 
her mother was neglecting her, bound the small child to Sherman Boardman 
and his wife until she be eighteen years of age.  This was a standard practice, 
dating from the law code of 1650, that was employed by the selectmen of 
the town in all cases of abuse, neglect, or failing to properly educate a child, 
whatever the racial identity of the child. There was a separate section in later 
versions of the law code that dealt specifically with Native American chil-
dren.  In these cases, the binding out was done by the white overseer of the 
tribe with judicial approval.  Apparently, no input was sought from members 
of the tribe. That provision was still on the books in the law code of 1902.

    In 1784, Connecticut began by law to free some slaves.  After the 
American Revolution, greater numbers of free Blacks, mulattos, and those 
designated as colored appear on the Wethersfield records. However, 
emancipation was a gradual process, and slavery did not completely 
disappear from the state until 1848.

Judicial binding of 
Native Americans 
or Native American/
Black people for crime 
or debt was common 
in New England.
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Wethersfield Historical Society welcomes 
      these new members since November
Chip Apfelbaum, Matthew Cooper and Jennifer Andrews, 
Nancy Dart, Rick Doran, Doug and Sheila Elliot, Rich and Jill 
Fletcher, Richard Fowler, Diana Reeve and Steve Hammer, 
Deepak Haste, Mena Keifer, Graeme and Emily MacKenzie, 
Nick and Veda Oliva, Mary Clare and William Quirk, Seth Redfield 
and Kaethe Podgorski, Laura and Eric Sczygiel, Jason Snyder 
and Anne Rajotte, Nancy Stone, and Joe and Kathy Tedone

      WHS is making an ongoing effort to collect the stories and experiences of African 
American Wethersfield residents. Did we miss someone? 
      Do you have articles, photos or objects that tell their story? 
      Please email society@wethersfieldhistory.org with questions, and to submit materials 
for use in future projects.




