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Hidden History 
of Connecticut 
Union Soldiers

More than 50,000 
Connecticut men and boys served 
in the Union army during the 
Civil War, but most of them are 
forgotten today.  Society member 
and author of Hidden History of 
Connecticut Union Soldiers, John 
Banks, will shine a light on some 
of those men and boys when he 
speaks at the General Mansfield 
House on Thursday, December 10 
at 7:00 pm. 

Among the soldiers was 
a 16th Regiment Connecticut 
Volunteer Infantry chaplain, 
who, as a prisoner of war, boldly disregarded a Rebel 
commander’s order forbidding him to pray aloud for 
President Lincoln. At least 40 sets of brothers from the 
state died of battlefield wounds or disease. Stunningly, 
three families each lost three sons. A private of the 7th 
Regiment CVI was tormented by the ghost of a comrade, 
whom he had murdered in battle. Seven soldiers from 
Connecticut, survivors of the horrors of Antietam and 
then Andersonville prison, drowned two weeks after 
Lee surrendered to Grant when their ship collided with 
another on the Potomac River. Banks’ illustrated talk will 
highlight these stories and more 

In his first job out of college, Banks was sports 
editor of the Evening Journal in Martinsburg, W.Va., 
15 miles from the Antietam battlefield in Sharpsburg, 
Maryland. A graduate of West Virginia University, he 

works for ESPN in Connecticut and also maintains a 
popular Civil War blog. Banks is married and has two 
daughters. His prior book on the Civil War, Connecticut 
Yankees at Antietam, featured a number of soldiers 
from Middletown. Copies of his latest book, published 
in October by Arcadia Publishing, will be available for 
purchase and inscription. ❧
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Director’s Message

Dear Members,

This fall has been particularly busy here at the 
Mansfield House. We have had a number of classes 
visit here from Wesleyan University and Middlesex 
Community College to learn more about local history, 
glean tips on how to mount an exhibit, and research in 
our archives.  One group, from a research seminar taught 
by our new member Kehaulani Kauanui, is searching for 
any information that they can find about the indigenous 
people, the Wangunk Native Americans. One day alone 
there were 12 students here and regularly there are five 
or more a day. It is gratifying to see our archives being so 
heavily used.

People are still traveling from across the country 
to seek out their ancestors.  Jules Roberts IV got in his 
car several weeks ago in Dallas and drove straight here, 
spending 3 days in our archives and visiting graveyards, 
town hall, and probate court looking for his missing link. 
Many members of the Society of Middletown First Settlers 
Descendants also made the pilgrimage to Middletown and 
the General Mansfield House in October as part of their 
triennial meeting. 

Our photograph collection was also a favorite this fall. 
Soon you will see many shots of old Middletown adorning 

the walls of Mezzo Grille on Court Street. Society 
member, Trevor Davis, celebrated the 100th  anniversary 
of the Webster Bank Building, originally the Central 
National Bank, with a reception and display of photos 
depicting the construction of the bank. You, too, may go 
through our collection which dates from the earliest days 
of photography. Photos are $10 per scan, and then you can 
print them to fit your needs. Just call 860-346-0746 to set 
up an appointment.

The board/ research room sports a new coat of paint 
thanks to board members Adam Fleming and Joe Samolis. 
They also moved book cases so that the wainscoting 
is revealed. In addition, they hung paintings from our 
collection to make the room very inviting indeed. Please 
stop by to see their handiwork. 

Our car show, featuring the 1933 Packard Coupe 
Convertible once owned by the late Jarvis Barton, was a 
big success as was Civil War Day with Company F of the 
14th CVI, Tom Callinan, and Edward Ball. A hearty thank 
you to all who made these events a reality and to all who 
attended. I wish all of you a happy and healthy Holiday 
Season.

Best,

Debby Shapiro

Youngsters Treated 
to Vintage Halloween 

Costumes
On Saturday, October 24 the Society participated 
in the Downtown Trick or Treating Day. Hundreds 
of costumed youngsters and their parents dropped 
by the Mansfield House as they made their rounds. 
Thanks to Adam Fleming and Joe Samolis, the house 
was decorated for fall, and vintage costumes and masks 
were displayed, much to the delight of all. Pat Tully and 
Maria Weinberger joined Adam and Joe in the fun of 
handing out candy to our young visitors.  ❧
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the Hubbard Room of Russell Library, 123 Broad Street, 
Middletown.

Ryczek’s narrative history of minor league football 
teams in Connecticut in the 1960s and 1970s is based 
on extensive newspaper and periodical research and 
interviews with nearly 70 former players, broadcasters, 
coaches, and journalists.  His talk will include stories 
about teams such as the Hartford Knights and Charter 
Oaks, Bridgeport Jets, New Britain Bees, and the 
Waterbury Orbits. He will highlight former players 
including Middletown’s own Larry McHugh, who was an 
all-league guard for the Ansonia Black Knights as well as 
the few players—like Marv Hubbard, Lou Piccone and 
Bob Tucker—who made it to the NFL. In an interesting 
twist to the story, 
he will talk about 
Pat Palinkas, the 
first woman to play 
professional football 
against men.

In the days before cable television saturated the 
media with live sports, small-town fans turned out to 
support their local heroes and stopped by the diner on 
Sunday morning to talk football. Now in their 60s, 70s 
and 80s, these men share their stories of a simpler era; 
the good times, like the Hartford Knights’ 1968 ACFL 
championship season, and the long bus rides and missed 
paydays that were as much a part of minor league ball as 
first downs and interceptions.  

Ryczek, who is a principal in Colebrook Financial 
Company LLC and lives in Wallingford with his wife 
Susan, is the author of another book on football, 
Crash of the Titans, and 5 books on baseball, including 
Blackguards and Red Stockings and When Johnny 
Came Sliding Home. He will have copies of Connecticut 
Gridiron available for purchase and inscription. 
Connecticut Gridiron won the 2014 Nelson Ross Award, 
given by the Professional Football Research Association 
for the year’s best book on the history of professional 
football. ❧

Just in time for Super Bowl Sunday and the NFL  
     playoffs, former Society President Bill Ryczek will 
discuss his latest book, Connecticut Gridiron: Football 
Minor Leaguers of the 1960s and 1970s. His illustrated talk 
will be held on Tuesday, January 19 at 7:00 pm in 

Connecticut Minor League Football 
of the 1960’s and 1970s

In Memoriam
It is with great sadness that we report the recent passing of life member and good 
friend, Charles Chafee. When he lived in Connecticut, he and his wife Sharon were 
frequent visitors, each time bringing treasures from the Chafee Hotel for our collection. 
After they moved to North Carolina, they still found time to make the trip north to see 
us, most recently in July. He was a member of the Woodrow Wilson High School Class of 
1953 and cared deeply about preserving the history of Middletown. His stories about the 
hotel and life in Middletown were priceless and he will be greatly missed.
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Society News

Middlesex County Historical 
Society Membership Application
Your 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.

Name

Address

City

State  Zip

Telephone

E-mail

                         Membership Levels
____ Student $20 ____ Business $60

____ Individual $30 ____ Patron $125

____ Family $40 ____ 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

Gift Drive for Homeless 
Women and Men
This holiday season the Middlesex County 
Historical Society is collecting gifts for the 
homeless men and women of our community.  
The gift drive starts on Friday, November 27, 
the day after Thanksgiving, and runs through 
Thursday, December 17. Drop off your unwrapped 
gifts to the General Mansfield House at 151 Main Street, 
Middletown; the house is open from Monday through 
Thursday and Saturdays from 10am-2pm.   

Appropriate gifts might be:
Socks   Long johns Underwear
Sweaters   Hats  Gloves
Scarves   Thermos bottles
Care packages (basic toiletries in a bag) 

Gifts will be delivered to our local shelters and distributed 
to homeless men and women. Throughout Middletown’s 
history, people in the community have taken care of 
one another in times of need. The Middlesex County 
Historical Society is honored to do our part to continue 
this tradition in this season of joy and thanksgiving.  ❧

Wanted for  
Mansfield 
House
The vacuum cleaner here at the Mansfield House has 
ceased operation. If anyone has a spare that they would 
like to get rid of, it has a new home here. Please call the 
Society at 860-346-0746, we will happily pick it up.

Society Welcomes  
New Members
We are pleased to welcome the following 
new members: Joseph A. Bajorski, Christine 

Ellin, Norm & Sue Emond, Kehaulani 
Kauanui, Taylor Muscatello, Thomas 

Ostrowski, Jules Roberts IV, John Roney, Jennifer 
Shloat, Peter Sohmer, and our newest life member, 

Mary Jane Dapkus. Several are from out of state, but all 
are committed to the preservation of Middletown’s history 
and our outreach in the community.

Membership renewals went out in April, and many 
of you have generously responded, for which we are 
most grateful. For those of you who have not, we hope 
it is because you have mislaid the membership envelope 
and not because you no longer wish to be a member. In 
order to continue to receive the Historical Observer, other 
membership notices, and free admission to our exhibits, 
please renew at your earliest convenience. We don’t want to 
lose anyone! 

The Historical Observer
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An exhibit of early 20th century Thanksgiving 
and Christmas menus from the Chafee Hotel is being 
featured throughout the holiday season at the Mansfield 
House. Each menu has an elaborate and colorful cover 
with the dinner offerings being mouth-watering. The 
hotel was a community gathering place located on lower 
Court Street where the Italian Society is today. It was 
famous for its game dinners and was frequented by 
travelers who came from New York on the steamboats, 
one of the most famous being John Philip Sousa. Turn of 
the 20th century holiday postcards written to the Chafee 
family are also displayed.

Exhibit of Holiday Menus and Postcards  
Delights Visitors

Many items from the hotel were donated by Charles 
and Sharon Chafee. They include monogrammed china, a 
silver candelabrum, a tablecloth autographed by famous 
visitors, toiletry items, and interior photographs. George 
A. Chafee, the original proprietor of the hotel opened 
a saloon and eating house in 1879 and expanded to 
Court Street with a dining room and saloon in 1891. By 
1904, his son, Charles A. Chafee, was the proprietor of 
the hotel, which did not close its doors until the Sons of 
Italy fraternal organization purchased it in 1935. We are 
most indebted to his grandson, Charles, for donating so 
many interesting and unique items to our collection. The 
exhibit was curated by Susan Ryczek who had previously 
cataloged these hotel items as well as many World War II 
items also donated by the Chafees. ❧
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The Museum at the Mansfield House  OPEN  Monday–Thursday and Saturday 
10:00 to 2:00

Hidden History of Connecticut Union Soldiers Thursday, December 10, 7:00 pm  
Mansfield House
Connecticut Gridiron Tuesday, January 19, 7:00 pm 
Hubbard Room, Russell Library

CALENDAR OF EVENTS

Manfield House yard clean-up crew, left to right: Ed Rubacha, Andrew Osgood, Maria Weinberger,  
Joe Samolis, Pat Tully, Lisa Santangelo, Bob Santangelo, Roger Palmer, and Marshall Levine.   
Also participating and not pictured were Debby Shapiro and Buck Zaidel

The Society was honored to welcome the Deputy 
Chairman of the NEH, Peggy Plympton, to the Mansfield 
House recently. She was in Connecticut to attend the 
re-opening of the Wadsworth Atheneum and wanted to 
see Humanities funding in action. National Humanities 
funds are channeled through Connecticut Humanities 
and the Society was most fortunate to receive planning 
and implementation grants for our Civil War exhibit 
and a planning grant for “A Vanished Port: Middletown 
& the Caribbean, 1650-1824.” Society director, Debby 
Shapiro, along with board members, Nancy Bauer and 
Ron Schatz, gave Ms. Plympton a tour of the Civil War 
exhibit and an overview of the upcoming one, stressing 
how vital Humanities funding is to being able to make 
this important history available to the public.  ❧

Deputy Chairman of the National Endowment for  
the Humanities Visits Society

Pictured left to right: Jeffrey Partridge, Board Member, CT Humanities;  Doug 
Fisher, Executive Director, CT Humanities; Peggy Plympton, Deputy Chairman, 
NEH; Debby Shapiro, Executive Director, MCHS; Lauren Miller, Director of 
Grants & Programs, CT Humanities


