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In Middlesex County, as in most of early America, 
women served as the primary healthcare providers 
from the mid 1600s until well into the 1800s. Wives and 
mothers doctored their own families using traditional 
treatments and, eventually, recipes from medical advice 
books. Women who were especially skilled became 
neighborhood nurses and midwives, assisting nearby 
families with medical concerns from birth to death.

Although such women were generally well respected, 
academically trained male physicians gradually displaced 
them in the mid 19th century. After the Civil War, 
women found a new role, first as nurses, and later as 
volunteers in the American Red Cross. During the First 
World War, the Red Cross served as a way for women to 
reclaim their roles as doctors.

The Middlesex County Historical Society traces 
this evolution in “From Neighborhood to Nation: 
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Women and Health Care in Middlesex County,” a new 
exhibit funded by a donation from Aetna. Consulting 
curator Nan Wolverton of Hardwick, MA drew on 
former director Di Longley’s preliminary research to 
tell the exciting story of how women’s roles changed. 
Their stories, from good hearted Red Cross volunteer 
to dedicated doctors Jesse Fisher and Kate Mead Hurd, 
will line the walls of the south gallery from December 6, 
2007 to the early spring 2009.

Please join the Board of Directors at 6:00 pm on 
December 6th at a festive reception to celebrate this 
new exhibit. Historical entertainment will be provided 
by Tom Kelleher, re-enacting the role of a mid-19th 
phrenologist. Phrenology was a quack medical science 
that claimed to read the future using bumps on the head.  
For additional information, call the Historical Society at 
860-346-0746 or email mchs@wesleyan.edu. ❧
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Charles Abner Pelton died in 1930, 
ninety-one years old. He may well have 
been the last Middletown Civil War veteran 
to pass away. He had served as a corporal 
in Company A of the Second Connecticut 
Volunteers.

Since Corp. Pelton lived so long, it is 
entirely possible that someone who lives in 
Middletown today, met him and even heard him 
tell stories about his experiences. As the Middlesex 
County Historical Society prepares to install “At Home 
and on the Battlefield: Middletown & Middlesex County 

during the Civil War,” we are hunting for 
such stories. As a child, did you know 
someone who fought in that war? Did your 
grandparents share recollections of life in 
the 1860s?

Your memories are important and we 
would welcome a chance to talk with you. We 

are also interested in family photographs and 
letters from the Civil War. If you are interested 

in sharing your recollections or showing us family 
papers, please call Historical Society director Donna 

Baron at 860-346-0746.  ❧

Society News

Bright sunshine, brisk winds, and about 60 
people accompanied former director Di Longley as 
she led a tour through the Washington Street cemetery 
on Sunday, October 28th. Many of the gravestones are 
tipped forward or covered with lichen. The over-hanging 
evergreens lent a Halloween air.

Di commented that a third of the stones she had 
included on a similar tour nine years ago are now 
illegible or gone. The sedimentary nature of brownstone 
causes spauling or flaking off of large pieces and neglect 
and vandalism  
also take their  
toll.

Despite this 
gloomy picture, 
our graveyard 

guests were fascinated as Di highlighted about a dozen 
noteworthy stones. As the group moved through the 
cemetery, they learned about soldiers in the American 
Revolution and Civil War, women who died in 
childbirth, and sailors lost at sea. The African-American 
section at the far end of the graveyard was especially 
interesting as Di pointed our how many elaborate 
headstones there were in the plots of affluent white 
families and how few in the section for poor folks and 
slaves.  ❧

Touring the Washington Street Cemetery



What is “phrenology” and why will a phrenologist 
attend the Historical Society exhibit opening? A bit of 
background on this popular fad science of the 19th century 
seems in order.

Phrenology is a theory that claims to be able to determine 
character, personality traits, and even criminality on the basis 
of details of the shape of the head. The pseudo-science was 
developed around 1800 by German physician Franz Joseph 
Gall who believed that different sections or “organs” of the 
brain had distinct functions. By studying the various physical 
areas, he believed a practitioner could predict the subject’s 
character.

“One of the earliest medical women to have an army ranking in 
the nineteenth century was Dr. Mary E. Walker (1831-1919). Born in 
Oswego, N.Y., she was graduated from the medical school at Syracuse 
in 1855 and began to practice medicine in Columbus, Ohio. Later she 
moved to Rome, N.Y., where she was permitted to wear male attire. 
During the Civil War she was commissioned lieutenant and assistant 
surgeon, the first woman to serve on the staff of any army in time of 
war. She was once taken prisoner but exchanged for a man soldier. She 
received a medal for bravery and was for many years prominent in 
Washington as the woman doctor who wore trousers.”

From Kate Campbell Hurd-Mead’s Medical Women of America: A 
Short History of the Pioneer Women of America and of a Few of Their 
Colleagues in England (1933). Dr. Kate Campbell Hurd-Mead lived in 
Haddam, CT, was on staff at the Middlesex Hospital, and served as 
president of the Medical Women’s National Association.

Phren-what-ogy?

Many prominent Americans commissioned phrenological 
reports during the Victorian era. Here in Middletown, 
members of the Starr family engaged a phrenologist to create 
their charts. In October1864, leading American phrenologists 
Lorenzo Niles Fowler and his brother Orson Squire Fowler 
visited Middletown. General E.W.N. Starr’s family visited 
the Fowlers for reports. Henry B. Starr’s report survives in 
the Historical Society collections and this paper refers to his 
mother’s report.

Phrenology was a complex process of feeling and 
recording the location, size, and nature of bumps on the 
skull to determine an individual’s psychological attributes. 
Practitioners used detailed charts or model heads to guide 
their study.  To learn more about the 27 attributes described 
by 19th century phrenologists, join Tom Kelleher at the 
opening reception for our new exhibit “From Neighborhood 
to Nation: Women & Healthcare in Middlesex County” at 
6:00 p.m. December 6th.  ❧

Common Medicines: Licorice
“A useful demulcent, much employed in 

various mixtures for cough. A piece held in the 
mouth and slowly dissolved, is good for colds. The 
Italian is better than the Spanish.”

Roots & Herbs: Pitch Pine Tree (Pinus Rigada)
“Boil the knots till the pitch rises to 

the surface, Spread on leather, it is a very 
strengthening plaster for weak backs. Many prefer 
it to all other similar applications. A little nutmeg 
grated on the surface is an improvement”

From Lydia Maria Child’s  
The Family Nurse (1837)



A stunning keepsake of Middletown’s historic General Mansfield  
House to add to your collection.  Perfect as a personal or business gift,  
this 3-dimensional ornament comes in its own beautiful gift box.  
Originally offered in 2003 for $15, for a limited time we are making it  
available again for those who might have missed it at a special discount 
price. What a great way to support the efforts of the Historical Society  
and have a treasured ornament too. Please contact the Historical  
Society at (860) 346-0746 and get yours today!

All proceeds to benefit the Middlesex County Historical Society

$10
Limited Edition
Brass Ornament

Gift Box Included

$10
Limited Edition
Brass Ornament

Gift Box Included

• Available again and just in time for the Holidays! •



Membership 
Application

Your generous contribution and membership 
in the Middlesex County Historical Society 
helps provide funding for the preservation of 
Middllesex County’s historical treasures as well 
as your subscription to the Historical Observer 
and discounts to many of the Society’s events. 
Please consider joining today or renewing your 
membership if you haven’t already done so. 
And, if your company matches charitable gifts, 
please enclose appropriate application form 
and information. 

Name

Address

City

State  Zip

Telephone

E-mail

Membership Levels
______ Student $15 ______ Business $50

______ Individual $25 ______ Patron $100

______ Family $35 ______ Life $500

Please make checks payable to:  
The Middlesex County Historical Society 
Detach and send to:  
General Mansfield House,  
151 Main Street, Middletown, CT 06457
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Car Show 
2007

The 22nd 
Annual Antique and 
Classic Car Show 
was held under 
warm sunny skies on 
Sunday, October 7, 
2007. The competing 
cars tantalized old 
and young alike, and the military and fire vehicles provided a nostalgic 
glimpse into our nation’s history.

The feature vehicle this year was the 1925 Sanford Custom Pumper, 
now owned by the Westfield Heritage Group, LLC. It was originally 
purchased and used by the Westfield Fire Department in 1938. It was 
the Department’s first custom pumper and provided service for 21 years. 
Thereafter, the pumper made its way around the country in the hands of 
several owners, before the local Group purchased it in 2002 and brought it 
back to Westfield. The Heritage Group has made the truck available to the 
Westfield Fire Department for its history and use. We were delighted to 
have a vehicle with so much local history as our feature in the Show.

Thanks to the hard-working committee who plans the show each year, 
working months in advance and arriving at 6 a.m. on the day of the show 
to set up and orchestrate all aspects of it. The chairman this year was Bill 
Miller, and Committee members were Jerry Augustine, Ray Beauregard, 
Rich Bergan, Pete Bozzo, Bill George, John Kuzminski, Oran Mills, Mark 
Olerud, Jack Pieper, Seb Sbalcio, and Debby Shapiro.  ❧

Irma Prue of Middletown awarded the first Bernie Prue Prize in 
honor and memory of her late husband a long-time Car Show 
committee member and supporter of the Historical Society.
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The Museum at the Mansfield House                   OPEN Wednesdays 1:00 to 5:00 
  Thursdays & Friday 11:00 to 5:00

Exhibit Opening Reception Thursday, December 6, 2007 6:00 to 8:00 p.m. 
 “From Neighborhood to Nation: Women and Health Care in Middlesex County” 
 With visiting 19th century phrenologist, Tom Kelleher

Holidays on Main Street – Mansfield House and “From Neighborhood to Nation” 
  Saturdays December 8 & 15 1:00 to 4:00 p.m.

Behind the scenes tour or “What IS Upstairs at the Mansfield House”  tours start at  
  Sunday January 27, 2008 1:00 and 2:30 p.m.

*Note: All events will be held at General Mansfield House unless otherwise noted.

C A L E N D A R  O F  E V E N T S
visit us on the web at www.middlesexhistory.org

Holiday gift ideas from the Mansfield House
In addition to the General Mansfield House ornament, the following items are available in our Gift Shop:
Cookbook Recipes for Afternoon Tea   $4.00   Mansfield House note cards  $4.00
Mansfield House mug   $5.00  H.L. Barnum 1825 map of Middletown  

         reproduction   $12.00
Middletown Preservation Trust ornaments $10.00 

 1993 – David Lyman House, 1994 – O’Rourke’s Diner, 1995 – Wesleyan, Russell House, 1996 – Russell Library 
 1997 – St. Sebastian’s Church, 1998 – Main Street Firehouse, 1999 – DeKoven House
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