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Story of Cuban Underground
Freedom Fighters to be Topic of
February Program

“
avana, Cuba, 1960. The
euphoria following the nation’s
successful revolution the previous
year has waned among large
sectors of the population. Cuba’s
new leader, Fidel Castro, after
having promised to restore
democracy to the troubled island,
is moving the country toward
a Communist dictatorship. In
response, democratic forces launch
an anti-government insurgency
to save Cuba from totalitarian
darkness. This struggle forms the
basis of the trilogy of historical
fiction that is the Unbroken Circle
series. The story centers on the
middle class Leon family who is
caught up in warfare, betrayal, and
separation during the early years of
the Cuban Revolution.
In Book I, The Struggle Begins,
Goyo Leon, a devoted teacher and
family man, is recruited into the
anti-Castro underground after his
father is killed at the hands of Castro’s henchmen. He
and other family members subsequently become more
deeply involved in the pro-democracy struggle every day.
Told with heart-pounding suspense of a Cold War saga
and the poignancy of a family drama, The Struggle
Begins sets the stage for Book II, Freedom Betrayed,
the story of the Goyo’s and other family members’
participation in the Bay of Pigs invasion. After the
invasion, the two youngest members of the Leon
family are separated from the family after being sent
away on an airlift of Cuban refugee children.
Noted author Victor Triay to speak in the
Hubbard Room at Russell Library Tuesday,
February 18 at 7:00 pm

Victor Triay, Historical Society
member and the author of these
spellbinding books, will speak about
how he came to write the series,
about the characters, and about
the history behind the fiction at
a program to be held on Tuesday,
February 18 at 7:00 pm in the
Hubbard Room at Russell Library.
He will also recount his experiences
researching the many events
depicted in the books.
Triay, the son of Cuban exiles,
was raised in Miami, a center of
the Cuban exile community. He
received his PhD. in History from
Florida State University in 1995
and has been a professor in history
at Middlesex Community College
since 1992. His first book, Fleeing
Castro: Operation Pedro Pan and
the Cuban Children’s Program, was
followed by Bay of Pigs: An Oral
History of Brigade 2506, which
received the 2001 Samuel Proctor
Oral History Prize of the Florida Historical Association.
Copies of Books I and II in the Unbroken Circle series will
be available for purchase and inscription.

❧
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President’s Message

T

“ he snow is snowing, the wind is blowing …” You’ve
got to hand it to Irving Berlin; it’s been a wild winter!
And it has been an even wilder—and longer—financial
winter for the Society and many non-profit groups since
the economic downturn of 2008. But with your help the
Society can “weather the storm” and become stronger than
ever.
At a recent meeting of the Board of Directors
we reviewed our revenues as of December 31, 2013,
comparing them with those of a year ago. We noted with
delight that our revenue from memberships has increased
30% over last year, from $7,600 to $9,900; so far this
year’s donations to the Society have increased an amazing
200%, from $6,000 to $18,400. Thank you all so much
for your continuing support of the Society’s work—it is
inspirational!
We are not out of the woods yet—the Society still
has a way to go to become financially sustainable in the
long run. But with your help we are gaining ground

toward this essential goal. There are many ways you
can support the Society—by donations, gifts-inkind, and remembering the Society in your will. For
more information, contact Debby Shapiro at mchs@
wesleyan.edu or 860-346-0746.
The Board is also exploring how to focus and
prioritize the Society’s activities in response to
community needs and interests. Your participation
in the community survey that accompanies this
newsletter will help us in this effort—we deeply
appreciate your thoughts and suggestions on how the
Society can improve.
And as always, we appreciate your membership in
the Society and the support you give to us throughout
the year!

Pat Tully, President

Director’s Message

T

Dear Members,

he fall of 2013 saw a
number of successful and well
attended programs sponsored
by the Society, including one
on furniture finishes presented
by one of our newest members,
Peter Gedrys, to a standingroom-only crowd in our large
gallery. I spent quite a bit of
time working with Bob Hubbard
on our book, “Legendary
Locals” due out in April. Now I
understand the look of panic on the faces of some of my
friends who have written books and faced deadlines!
Our research room was crowded many days. About
thirty students used our resources to write papers for
their college course, and over sixty students came with
their classes to hear me tell them about Middletown’s
remarkable early history. Researchers have come from
across Connecticut and beyond our borders. It seems that
word is spreading about the depth and breadth of our
manuscript collection.
Thanks are due to the Car Show Committee who put
on another amazing show. Jerry Augustine, Rich Bergan,
Pete Bozzo, Bill Miller, Mark Olerud, Jack Pieper,

Seb Sbalcio, and I have
the organizational work
down to a science, but
could use more help as we
prepare for our 29th show.
If anyone would like to
join us, it involves only a
few meetings during the
year and working the day
of the show on October
5. Please give me a call at
869-346-0746.
As mentioned in
our annual fund drive appeal, you are invited to a
private tour of our collection, a fun and illuminating
opportunity to see the inner workings of a museum.
Those who have taken the tour have been impressed
with all the wonderful artifacts and manuscripts that
we have that illustrate the history of Middletown and
surrounding communities. Come join me on a tour!
Read on for news of our upcoming programs. I hope to
see many of you there.

Debby Shapiro

© 2014 The Historical Observer is the publication of the Middlesex County Historical Society, 151 Main Street, Middletown, CT 06457. Debby Shapiro, Director.
Our museum, located in the General Mansfield House, is open Mondays–Thursdays 10:00–2:00, first Saturdays 12:00-3:00. Genealogy by appointment only.
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The Mystery of the
Pequot War
By Erik Hesselberg

T

his past September marked the 375th anniversary
of the First Treaty of Hartford, when there gathered
on the banks of the Connecticut River, leaders of the
Massachusetts Bay and Connecticut colonies, along with
their Mohegan and Narragansett allies. This first New
England peace accord ended the brief but bloody “Pequot
War.”
Who were the Pequots? They were not present. Less is
known about the Pequot War than any other war fought on
American soil. We can’t even agree on the date. The latest
Wikipedia posting states that the “The Pequot War was an
armed conflict between 1634 and 1638.” Not so up-to-date
historians give a date of 1637, when the principal battles
were fought.
The facts are clouded. What was the size of the English
force and the number of native allies? How many Pequots
were killed, how many taken prisoner? And what became
of these prisoners? It is not even clear what Pequot means.
We are reminded of the famous quip, “The first casualty of
war is truth.”
The major battles in what came to be called the Pequot
War occurred in May and June of 1637; the predawn
attack on the Pequot Fort at Mystic was led Capt. John
Mason and Capt. John Underhill, both veterans of the
European 30 Years War. The Pequot rout in Fairfield was
memorialized by the English as the “Great Swamp Fight.”
That these incidents took place at two locations a
sizable distance apart suggests that this was not at all a war
in the usual sense. Indeed, the statistics of these conflicts
are worth pondering: Seventy-five English soldiers
carried out the attack at Mystic, while their Mohegan
and Narragansett allies numbered 250. This raises the
question of whether the Pequot War should be considered
a Colonial war at all, or just the latest in a cycle of intertribal conflicts, this one with English assistance.
Puritan leaders were adamant in calling it their
war, proudly reporting Native body counts. Mason
boasted that 700 Pequot men, women, and children
were slaughtered, writing, “Thus did the Lord judge
among the Heathen, filling the place with dead bodies.”
But University of Connecticut Archeologist, Dr. Kevin
McBride, disputes Mason’s numbers. He puts the Pequot
dead at approximately 400. Tribal descendants still refer to
this as the “Mystic Massacre.” But however we define these
incidents, they had enormous consequences. For it was
from the ashes of burning Pequot villages that emerged
our state of Connecticut.

Watercolor by John White of
Algonquian peoples fishing in eastern
North America

The real purpose
of the Hartford Treaty
was to divvy up the
spoils of war—the hundreds of native prisoners and Pequot
territory. But while captive men, women and children
were divided equally among the victors, Pequot lands were
reserved solely for God’s elect. Capt. Mason, hero of the late
battle, was rewarded with a 10,000-acre tract near Ledyard.
John Winthrop Jr., future Connecticut Governor, would
later make his home on Pequot acreage in New London,
naming the new City on a Hill “Pequod Plantation.”
What does Pequot mean? Roger Williams, founder of
Rhode Island and friend of the Narragansett Indians, started
the bad press, translating “Pequot” as “Destroyers of Men.”
And so it remained for hundreds of years. It wasn’t until our
own time that anthropologists like Frank Speck, working in
the 1930s, began to question long held assumptions, such as
the belief that the Pequots had migrated to Connecticut in
the early 1600s. Speck argued that the Pequots were, in fact,
indigenous and that their name referred not to their fierce
reputation but their dwellings amidst the reedy marshes
and tidal estuaries of Long Island Sound. Speck translated
Pequot as “People of the shallow waters.”
In these shallows is also found the quahog clam, whose
Latin name, Mercenaria, mercenaria, means commerce.
In the 17th century, purple quahog shells were money—
fashioned into beads known as Zeewan by the Dutch and
Wampumpeag or Wampum by the English. Strung wampum,
woven into belts with tubular white whelk shells, became
the principal coin in Colonial New England, bartered for
furs and other Native products. Wampum would make the
Pequots “rich and powerful,” a “stately warlike people.”
The University of Oklahoma is considered the great
center of studies of Native American culture. In a volume
of essays published by the University in 1989, comes a
remarkable insight into the true facts of the so-called
Pequot war. Prof. Lynn Ceci writes that the real purpose of
this military action was to dislodge the financial overlords
of the various tribes of the area, who paid them a tribute
in wampum and furs. With coin so scare in early New
England, Indian shell beads would serve as currency until
the late 17th century.
The conquest of the Pequots was good for business.
The Hartford Treaty set the price for wampum at six beads
per penny, twice its previous rate. Only now, native beadmakers would pay tribute not to the Pequot sachem, but
a pious Englishman with a ruff collar and conical hat—
Massachusetts Governor John Winthrop. And, the Indians,
terrified by the recent slaughter, dared not disobey.

❧
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Algonquian and English Early Encounters

A

lgonquian natives in the
early 1630’s invited English
invaders, who had formed
communities at Plymouth and
Massachusetts Bay, to settle in the
lower Connecticut River valley.
One native group, the Wangunks,
asked English families “to sit
down with them,” first at Pyquag,
now Wethersfield, and later at
Mattabesecke, now Middletown.
Successes and failures of the
social experiment initiated by
the Wangunks help illustrate
the ways in which interactions
between Anglo Americans and
Native Americans profoundly
shaped the lives of both peoples
in southern New England well
into the eighteenth century.
The story of these early encounters between
Algonquians and the English in the lower Connecticut

valley will be the subject of an
illustrated talk by Historical
Society member Jim Sarbaugh on
Tuesday, March 4 at 7:00 pm in the
Hubbard Room at Russell Library.
An independent researcher, Jim
studied anthropology and history
at Wesleyan University where he
developed interests in the history
and cultures of native peoples of
America. He has studied with,
and written about, Cherokees in
the southeast and Oklahoma. A
resident of Middlesex County
for the past forty years, he has
collected information about local
history with particular interest in
early interactions between native
Algonquian people and the English.
A portion of his research was conducted in the Society’s
archives. Join us for a fascinating look at the origins of
Middletown’s settlement.

❧
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Stylish Exhibit on View

J

“

uxtaposing Likeness: Fashion Accessories from the
Collection of the Middlesex County Historical
Society” is the title chosen by Wesleyan University junior
Emma Rothberg for her exhibit of accessories of the past
that she selected from the Society’s costume collection.
Seen in the exhibit are ladies’ shoes, fans, jewelry, hats,
spectacles, and a parasol, along with men’s and children’s
items from the late 18th to the early 20th centuries.
Emma paired objects
to create engaging
juxtapositions, such as
a lady’s dress beaver
chapeau and a man’s
beaver top hat. Wirerimmed spectacles
belonging to 18th century
merchant and ship owner,
Col Jeremiah Wadsworth
are seen beside one of
the first pairs of modern
sunglasses made in
Photo by Olivia Drake

1930. An elegant ostrich feather fan is the centerpiece
of a display of fans, some of which are paper advertising
vehicles. Emma wrote on the introduction to the exhibit
that “ I hope each object can tell a small story—whether
one that the object has already, or one that viewer conjure
up themselves.”
The costume collection first attracted Emma’s
attention her freshman year at Wesleyan. She spent several
semesters organizing and
cataloging it and used
this familiarity to choose
the many interesting
items on display. The
last two semesters
she has occupied the
Meigs Studentship
endowed by descendants
of Middletown
Revolutionary War hero,
Return Jonathan Meigs.
The exhibit can be viewed
during regular museum
hours through the spring.

Fall Events at the Mansfield House
in Pictures

❧
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Society News
Everything’s Coming
Up Roses

Society Welcomes
New Members

T

T

he winds are whipping around the corners of the
Mansfield House and the yard is covered in snow, but
Ethel Merman’s grand rendition of the Sondheim/Styne
tune brings us hope that spring is on the way. With its
arrival will be added activity in the newly planted rose
garden. The beds are laid out, and the first rose bushes
were planted in the fall and continued to bloom well
past the first frost. A variety of roses are being chosen
including climbers that grace the new fence. Thanks to
the hard work of Sally D’Aquila and new member and
gardener, Steve Wallach, the back yard is looking better
than ever. You, too, can be a part of this transformation.
For a donation of $100, a rose bush will be planted and
maintained in the garden. We will label it with your
name or the name of someone you wish to honor. What
a perfect Mother’s Day Tribute! When you come to an
event at the Mansfield House, you will have a renewed
appreciation for this fine old house and the foresight of
the Mansfield family and prior members of the Society
in saving it and our downtown oasis.

❧

Kudos to Reg Bacon

H

istorical Society member and editor of The
Middler, the newsletter of the Society of Middletown
First Settlers Descendants, Reg Bacon, was recently
awarded the Brainerd T. Peck Award by the
Connecticut Society of Genealogists for his book Early
Families of Middletown, Connecticut, Vol. 1 16501654. The book combines the social/cultural history
of 17th century Middletown along with profiles of the
early families. It is richly illustrated with etchings,
photographs, and maps. The Historical Society
possesses a copy donated by Reg and is available for
research.
Congratulations, Reg!

❧

he Mansfield House and its exhibits
continue to attract visitors from around the
area, state, and country. A number have joined
in our efforts to preserve the area’s rich historical
past. Please welcome the following new members
when you see them at upcoming events: Helen Barnard,
John Biddiscombe & Abigail Gorton, George & Kathleen
Blinn, Heidi Carlson-Kennedy, Dan Deyo, Courtney
Fullilove, Barbara Gaylord, Peter Gedrys, Michael Harris,
Joan Harvey, Francine Hegel, Oliver & Elizabeth Herbert,
Honor Keeler, Charlotte McCoid, Ruth J. McGowan,
Charlotte Pettersen, Walter Powell, Lindsay Schakenbach
Regele, Lynne Reilly, Julius Rubin, Brendan Sage, Ken
Sanger, Sally Tomiko & David Taraskevich, Steven Wallach,
Jayne Whittles, and Amrys Williams.

❧

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
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Annual Fund Drive a Success

he Board of Directors would like to thank all those
who answered the call for donations to the Society in the
annual fund drive conducted recently and to those who
contributed
Richard & Alexandra Adelstein
Victor Adler
Joan Adorno
Lisa Angeli
Barbara Arafeh
Michael Armetta
Philip Armetta
Janet M. Batt
Nancy Bauer
Richard Bergan
Scott Bishel
Joseph & Carol Blancato
John F. Bolles III
Robert Boone
Kenneth Brooks
Lois Bukowiec
Philip & Marie Cacciola
George and Camille Camp
Joseph Carabetta
Joseph F. Carabetta, Jr.
Salvatore Carabetta
Elisabeth & Joseph Carta
Anne Cassady
Charles & Sharon Chafee
Joyce & Jack Conklin
Connecticut Street Rod Assn.
Connecticut Underwriters
Barbara Coyle
Betsey Crosswell
Michael & Elizabeth Cubeta
Salvatore & Sally D’Aquila
Clayton Day
Marjorie DeBold
Carol M. DeBerry
August & Claudia DeFrance
Bruce Deitch
Nancy De Sa
Tito & Katherine DiBenedetto
Richard & Suzanne Dickerson
Nancy & Woody D’Oench

Edith Dubey
Christopher & Beth Earle
Helen D’Apice Errede
Joan Fazzino
Lauralane Feitel
Laurence Freiheit
Peter & Laurie Frenzel
Peter Gedrys
Lawrence Gelb
Jennifer Giantonio
Richard & Barbara Gibbons
Concettina Gillies
Christopher Girgenti
Estelle Goodman
Marnie Goodman
Guilmartin, DiPiro &
Sokolowski
Welles & Lillian Guilmartin
Jeffrey Haines
John C. Hall
Albert Hamrah
Harry & Linda Heller
Charles & Gail Herdman
John Hesen
Erik Hesselberg
Rhea Higgins
Maria & Robert Holzberg
William & Eleanor Howard
Simone Howe
HSB Group, Inc.
Patricia Hubbard
Robert Jakubiec
Susanne Javorski & Bruce
MacLeod
Eric Kabel
Marion Katz
Eleanore Kepler
Max Kothari
Anthony Kriwokulski & Kirsten
Carlson
James & Lisa Lamoureux

earlier in the year. The following members and community
supporters who donated are listed below. Your generosity
is greatly appreciated.

John & Catherine Langley
Dominic LaPenta
David Larson
Colleen Briggs Lawson
Annette LeBoeuf
Marc Levin
Judith & George Lindstrom
Howard & Priscilla Lineberry
Matsuo Lockrow
Vincent Loffredo
Jason Manafort
Richard & Carol Matregrano
Irena May
Marjorie Mazzotta
Ronald & Lois McCutcheon
Elaine McDonald
Pat McGrath
Lawrence McHugh
Jane McMillan
Willard & Katherine McRae
Nancy & John Meyers
Middlesex Mutual Assurance
Co.
David Miner & Penny Robiner
Antonio Monarca
Alain & Rosemary Munkittrick
Benjamin & Marie Musialek
Elizabeth Olson
John & Diane Otterbein
Jonathan Pearson
Quentin Phipps
Robert & Tina Rickenback
Robert’s Chrysler, Inc.
Nancy & Michael Rogalsky
Joe Rosa
Susan & Sidney Rothberg
Edmund Rubacha
Loretta Rubin
Ellen Ryczek
Katherine Ryczek
William & Susan Ryczek

Stanley Rys & Carol Ann
Wabiszczewicz
Ronald Schatz & Cynthia Wells
Robert & Elizabeth Santangelo
Sandra & Frederick Sattler
D. Sayadoff & Co.
Karl & Wendy Scheibe
Frederick Schilke
Dr. & Mrs. Robert Shalvoy
Deborah Shapiro
Sarah Shapiro
Jean & Biff Shaw
John F. Shaw
William & Sharon Sheedy
Cynthia Sheehan
Mary E. Sizer
Henry & Pauline Slopek
Barbara Smallshaw
John & Susan Spaeth
Linda M. Spazian
Brian Stewart & Jane
Brawerman
Charles & Joan Stone
Judith Stoughton & John Clark
Bryan & Maryrose Sykes
Patricia Tully
Donna Vickers
Rosemarie Vinci
Patrick Walsh
William & Susan Wasch
Stephen & Maria Weinberger
Barbara Weiss
Robin Weissman
H. B. Whitmore
Eva Williams
Jacqueline Williams
Jude T. Wrinn
Buck & Cathy Zaidel
Christine Zaidel
Samuel Zherka

