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World War II Quilt Expert to Speak
Between 1941 and 1945, women were busy working 
in the defense industries, planting Victory Gardens, and 
keeping the home fires burning.  Newspaper articles 
from the war years report women were making quilts 
in record numbers.  These quilts made while their 
sons, husbands, brothers and loved ones were on the 
battlefront have been packed away in attics and trunks 
for 60 years.  As members of “The Greatest Generation” 
continue to pass away, their children are bringing these 
quilts into the market place.

There were very specific types of quilts made 
during the war: the obvious red, white and blue 
patriotic quilts; the quilts with military symbols and 
insignia; quilts made for donations 
to the Red Cross 
and organizations 
such as Bundles for 
Britain; quilts made 
to raise money for the 
war effort; and quilts 
that look exactly like 
any other quilt made 
between 1920 and 1950.  

Quilt expert, Sue 
Reich, has assembled 
a collection of 30 of 
these quilts along with 
the ephemera to place 
them historically in 

time.  The ephemera include photographs, V mail, ration 
books, parachute samples, magazines, and newspaper quilting 
patterns.  She will speak and show samples of her collection 
on Thursday, January 31 at 7:00 pm in the Hubbard Room at 
Russell Library. 

Sue began her interest in the study of quilt history with 
the Connecticut Quilt Search Project in 1991.  A quiltmaker 
since childhood, she lectures widely on many aspects of quilt 
history and has been a guest curator at the New England Quilt 
Museum, the Litchfield Historical Society, the Mattatuck 
Museum, and the Gunn Museum.  She also is the co-author  
of Quilts and Quiltmakers Covering Connecticut.  Join us as Sue 
warms us with her stories of war-era quilting.  ❧

Panic in Connecticut Rescheduled
The one-woman show, “Panic in Connecticut: Accused Witches Have Their 
Say” which was postponed due to Hurricane Sandy has been rescheduled.  

Actress Virginia Wolf will bring these vibrant 
women to life on Tuesday, January 22, at 7:00 
pm in the Hubbard Room of Russell Library.  
The Connecticut Witchcraft Panic preceded the 
famous Massachusetts Panic in Salem by thirty 
years.  The show will shed light on the puritan 
society that condemned so-called witches to their 
death.  Join us for an evening that is sure to be 
enlightening.  ❧
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Director’s Message

Dear Members,

I can’t believe that we are starting a new year at the 
General Mansfield House. We have been most fortunate 
to have wonderful, dedicated volunteers help with all 
the activities and make steady progress on our various 
projects. I have highlighted several of them in this edition 
of the Observer. We can’t stage events like the Car Show, 
Garden Luncheon, and Sheedy Contest, or keep the 
house open on weekends and the building and grounds 
in good shape without our volunteers. If you would 
like to volunteer, just give me a call and I can always 
find something for you to do that will move the Society 
forward. We also welcome suggestions for programs.

Recently the Mansfield House has been filled with the 
voices of youngsters learning about local history. Members 
of the Little League all-star Connecticut Generals 
baseball team received their game jerseys in a ceremony 
in our back yard.  They honored General Mansfield in 
choosing their team name and Bill Ryczek gave a talk on 
the original Middletown Mansfields major league team. 
They represented Connecticut in a tournament held at 
Cal Ripken Stadium in Baltimore.  On a cold Saturday in 
December, eleven six-year-old Cub Scouts from Dens  
1 & 9 of Pack 43, accompanied by their parents toured the 
exhibits and learned how life was different for children in 
the 1860’s. We also showed them toys and other artifacts 
from the era that are in our collection. 

Our yard has been a focus of recent activity with 
seven volunteers coming to do the fall clean-up.  Work has 

also begun on the rose beds that are being planted to 
provide a backdrop for wedding and other photographs. 
It is being funded by donations in honor of Salvatore 
and Sally D’Aquila’s 45th wedding anniversary.  The 
ginkgo tree, which was planted in honor of Katherine 
Mather Mansfield Hubbard’s wedding, is featured 
in Connecticut’s Notable Trees.  Go to http://oak.
conncoll.edu:8080/notabletrees/ViewTreeData.
jsp?selected=225234 or http://notabletrees.conncoll.
edu and click on Middletown and ginkgo biloba to 
find a picture of our tree.  I am in the picture to give it 
perspective, and fortunately the tree is much larger than 
I.  In fact, it is the 17th tallest measured ginkgo in the 
state.  

On January 10 at 6:00 pm Middletown will be 
celebrating the 150th anniversary of the Emancipation 
Proclamation with a program featuring a debate by the 
Middletown High School Debate Club, selections by 
several choral groups, an excerpt from “A Civil War 
Christmas” by Oddfellows Playhouse, and a poem by 
Kate Rushin.  The Society is a co-operating institution, 
and I urge you to attend this presentation in the 
Hubbard Room of Russell Library.

Read on for news of two upcoming programs.  I 
wish all of you a happy and healthy New Year.

Debby Shapiro

President’s Message

The Middlesex County Historical Society has big 
plans for 2013!  We’ll kick things off with our annual 
membership meeting in April, an opportunity for us 
to meet you and respond to your ideas, questions and 
concerns.  The 24th annual William Sheedy contest, for 
the best essays by Middletown third-graders on their 
favorite ancestor, takes place this spring and is one of 
our favorite annual events.  The fall brings Civil War Day 
and the Annual Antique Car Show, as well as the start 
of the Society’s season of programs on Middletown and 
Connecticut history.  And the day after Thanksgiving we 
will once again celebrate the holidays with costumes, tours 
and decorations for the season.  

What about the summer?  We have not yet finalized 
our summer events, but we do have plans for the 
Mansfield House and grounds.  The Society preserves the 
historic house and its beautiful gardens in trust for the 

people of Middletown and central Connecticut.  The 
facilities upgrades planned for the spring will enable 
us to rent the house and grounds to organizations, 
local businesses and individuals for summer meetings, 
parties and receptions. 

If you are planning a summer event, please 
consider  
using the Mansfield House and gardens.  For rental 
information or to schedule a tour, contact Debby 
Shapiro at mchs@wesleyan.edu or 860-346-0746.   

As always, thank you for your membership in the 
Society and the support you give to us throughout the 
year!

Pat Tully, President
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Society News

Every organization has a “wish list” 
these days and the Historical Society 

is no exception.  All of the items on the 
list concern the care of our collection and 

include a five-drawer flat file storage unit 
designed to hold maps and other oversized 

documents.  The price of this is $689 plus 
shipping.  Another wish is to have the two volumes 
of church records generated by Frank Farnsworth 
Starr in the 1870’s and 1880’s rebound.  These records 
are in continual use by researchers looking for their 
family history and the covers are falling off the books 
jeopardizing the pages within.   
A third wish is to have 16 mm film of the dedication 
of the Middletown-Portland bridge dedication in 1938 
transferred to disk before it deteriorates beyond use.  
We are seeking estimates for the cost of the latter two 
items and will post them on the website.  If you would 
like to help us fulfill these wishes and more as they 
arise, please call the Society at 860-346-0746.  ❧

What a grand surprise when a knock 
at the front door of the General Mansfield 
House revealed a familiar face.  Maria 
DiBenedetto Weinberger was back in town!  
After a decade long absence from Connecticut, this 
Westfield native and former Society board member came 
to the Society as soon as she and her husband, Steve 
Weinberger, moved to Maple Shade Road.

Maria’s roots in Middletown go back several 
generations, with her father’s mother being a Cacciola.  
She attended Middletown Public Schools and Mercy 
High School and has a B.A. in History from Central 
Connecticut State University.  While she was working 
toward her Masters in History at Wesleyan, she was able 
to explore her growing interest in Middletown history by 
becoming active in the Society.

Since her return to the Society, she has not only re-
joined the Board, but has also become a docent.  Her new 
mission is to establish a more visible and better stocked 
gift shop as well as assist in fundraising.  She said, “I 
am proud to be a part of an organization so clearly 
dedicated to sharing and preserving our City’s past and 
look forward to working with the other MCHS Board 
members.”  Welcome, Maria!  ❧

Society Welcomes  
New Members

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 $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

Board Welcomes 
New Member

The Society welcomes new members Lois Brown, 
Darryl & Melissa Bullock, Kevin Connors, Nichole 
DiBenedetto, Shane Donohue, Christopher Earle, 
Demetrius Eudell, Laurence Freiheit, Duff Griffith, 
John Halpin, John Hesen, Dean Krupa, Elizabeth Miel, 
Ron Organek, the Bill & Suzanne Tobin family, Ann 
Wightman, William E. Wrang, Jr., and Michael and Sally 
Wrang.  They join a growing number of people who are 
committed to preserving the history of Middletown and 
passing it along to future generation.  Please greet them at 
our upcoming programs.  ❧

Wish List
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I have always been intrigued by how historical events 
have been experienced by the people who lived through 
them, and how it might be possible to replicate that 
experience, at least in part.  The way most of us experience 
history-making events in our own time is through the 
news—now mostly on television and the Internet.  150 
years ago, the primary medium was the newspaper.  

In the 1860s, Middletown had two rival 
papers.  The Sentinel and Witness was the 
Democratic paper, published by the Starr family.  
The Constitution was established as a Whig 
paper, but by the time of the war, it was the voice 
of Middletown’s Republicans, led by long-time 
editor Abner Newton and his son.  

My original plan was to read both papers 
from exactly 150 years ago, and then post a 
weekly blog entry with selections from them.  
But there was a problem.  The complete run of 
The Constitution is accessible from a variety of 
sources, but not so The Sentinel and Witness.  
Some individual issues of The Sentinel are 
accessible, but not the complete run from 1861-
1865.  So I decided to blog only articles from The 
Constitution.    

Each week I read the paper, and then select 
articles to include in the blog entry.  I select the 
stories and determine their order, but otherwise 
I provide no commentary or interpretation.  I 
want others to have the same experience I am 
having—reading about the war and the times 
through the eyes of Middletown residents, just 
as it happened.  

The blog begins with articles from the 
February 20, 1861 edition of the paper.  The 
big national story is the electoral college 
confirmation of the election of Abraham 
Lincoln as President.  But most of the news is 
local, including the breakup of the ice in the 
Connecticut River and the upcoming celebration 
of Washington’s Birthday.  In April and May of 
1861, after the surrender of Fort Sumter and the 
declaration of war, the local news is dominated 
by the forming of companies in Middletown and 
other communities: 

“Departure of the Middletown Volunteers:  
—Wednesday last was a day to be long 
remembered. On that day the volunteers for 

150 Years Ago in Middletown, Connecticut 
—The Story Behind the Blog

the service of the General Government were to leave 
town. We have never on any occasion whatever seen our 
community so deeply moved as it was then.” (May 1, 
1861)

“Another Great Day for Middletown: —Three 
companies of volunteers, numbering about 225 men, 
have now gone from this city, which in proportion to 
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population is a larger number than has been furnished 
by Hartford, New Haven, or any other town in the State. 
And the men who have gone from here are as fine a body 
of soldiers as are to be found in the army.  (May 22, 1861)

But in the succeeding months the battlefield losses 
and wartime inconveniences take their toll on the 
Middletown community and local soldiery: 

“Departure of the 24th Regiment. —The regiment 
finally went off by the steamer Granite State on Tuesday 
evening. Their departure was marked by turbulence 
and disorder. Much dissatisfaction was felt by the men 
because they were not paid as they had expected to be for 
the two months they had been in camp. Some of them 
made this a pretext for disturbance on Tuesday afternoon. 
They refused to obey orders and insulted their officers. 
Lieut. Webb, U. S. A., the mustering officer, received some 
slight personal injury.”  (November 26, 1862)

But even when war news dominates the headlines, 
there are other stories as well.  Some are tragic:

 “Child in a Well: —On Tuesday morning last week 
about six o’clock the wife of Mr. Samuel Ranney, who lives 
on the corner of Main and Spring streets, took her young 
child and threw it into the well. The well is forty feet deep 
from the top to the surface of the water, with a depth of 
twenty feet of water. On coming into the house she told 
her husband what she had done. He procured the help 
of a neighbor, who went down into the well and found 
the child just below the surface of the water. It was taken 
out and restoratives applied, when it revived and soon 
appeared to be as well as ever.” (October 9, 1861)

“Death of Josiah M. Hubbard.—A few weeks since, 
Mr. Hubbard was thrown from his wagon into the road, 
and the wheel of a loaded cart passed over him crushing 
one of his limbs in a fearful manner. Just previous to the 
accident he had received the sad intelligence of the death 
of his son Robert Hubbard, shot in the battle of Antietam. 
It was thought Mr. Hubbard would recover from his 
injury notwithstanding his age and the depressing news 
of his son’s death. He was apparently doing well until 
the beginning of last week, when he unexpectedly and 
rapidly failed. He died on Tuesday morning.” (November 
26, 1862)

Others concern local elections and civic projects:  
“EVERY VOTE for the Republican Ticket next 

Monday is a vote in favor of maintaining the government 
of the United States.  EVERY VOTE for the Republican 
Ticket is a vote in aid of the Administration in its arduous 
duties at the present crisis.  EVERY VOTE for the 

Republican Ticket is a rebuke to secession and treason.” 
(March 27, 1861)

“Pameacha.—Any man in the south part of the 
town who attempts to take a walk finds his steps 
gravitate towards the Pameacha. On a pleasant evening 
about sundown an interested crowd always gathers at 
that particular point of the city limits and gazes good 
naturedly into the abyss that is to be spanned by the 
bridge that is to be built. The idea of having a new bridge, 
and a new stone bridge, and a new stone bridge that will 
not fall down within a hundred years, is a novel one. 
People are not used to it.” (June 11, 1862)

And still others are comic tales of the times:
“A rather amusing cowhiding affair came off 

on South avenue, Rochester, Thursday evening, in 
the grocery store of D. S. Sornberger. A man named 
Rollin Cramer, who occupies the shady side of fifty, 
was trounced with a cowhide in the hands of a young 
married lady named Hayes, whose husband is in New 
York. The offence is alleged to have consisted in the 
circulation of obnoxious reports concerning the lady’s 
character.” (July 3, 1861)

“An exchange remarks, pathetically, ‘have you a 
sister? 
 Then love and cherish her with a holy friendship.’ This is 
all proper enough ; but in case you haven’t got any sister 
of your own, take some other fellow’s sister and love her. 
The effect is just as good, and sometimes better.” (June 4, 
1862)

Reading The Constitution each week for the past 22 
months has been instructional and entertaining.  I read 
each issue far more closely than I do any contemporary 
newspaper.  And I now have a sense of the events 
covered in something like real time; I ‘remember’ how 
long it has been since Fort Sumter was fired on or the 
hippopotamus came to town.  Finally, I have a vivid sense 
of the life of Middletown and its citizens at the time—the 
events and stories that shaped their lives, and what they 
thought of themselves, their town, and their country.  
Every week I spend two or three hours immersed in the 
Middletown of 150 years ago—and it is a very good place 
to be.  

For your own experience of Middletown in the 
1860s, visit the Society’s blog.  You can get to it from the 
Society’s web page, or directly: http://middlesexhistory.
wordpress.com/  ❧

Patricia Tully, President,  
Middlesex County Historical Society
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On Saturday, November 
3, the Association for 
the Study of Connecticut 
History held its 
statewide conference at 
Connecticut College in 
New London.  The theme 
for the day was the War 
of 1812.  Conference 

attendees heard presentations from a variety of historians 
and viewed the exhibit, “The Rockets Red Glare: The 
War of 1812 in Connecticut” on display at the College’s 
Lyman Allyn Museum.  One of the highlights of the 
exhibit, which continues to February 2, is the 16-starred 
flag that flew over the defenders of Stonington when the 
British bombarded that coastal town.  Also featured was 
a portrait of Commodore Thomas Macdonough and a 
scrimshaw carved with a depiction of the Battle of Lake 
Champlain on one side and Commodore Macdonough  
on the reverse.

Society President and Director Present  
at ASCH state meeting

One segment of the presentations centered on 
Connecticut heroes of the war.  Society president, Pat 
Tully, and director, Debby Shapiro gave a Power Point 
lecture about Commodore Macdonough.  They spoke 
about his early life that led him to Middletown and 
marriage to local beauty, Lucy Ann Shaler, his rise in 
the fledgling United States Navy, his command of the 
American fleet on Lake Champlain, the battle itself, his 
command of the USS Constitution and the Mediterranean 
fleet, and his death at sea on his way home following 
the early death of his beloved Lucy Ann.  The pictures 
included their home on Main Street in Middletown, 
many of the objects awarded to the Commodore 
following his decisive victory, and paintings of the 
battle and his ships, as well as commemorative objects 
celebrating the battle.

They would like to thank member, Thomas 
Macdonough Russell III, a fifth generation direct 
descendant of Thomas and Lucy Ann Macdonough 
through their youngest child Charlotte Rosella 
Macdonough Hubbard, for his assistance.  ❧

Commemorative plate in 
the Society's collection

Plattsburgh victory monument

Portrait by Thomas Sully

House of Commodore and Mrs. Thomas Macdonough on 
Main Street just south of where Webster Bank is today
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Spotlight on Volunteers
Many people think of historical societies as sleepy, 
dusty places where not much is happening amongst the 
shelves of manuscripts and artifacts. That is not the case 
at the General Mansfield House where there is almost 
constant activity, albeit a bit dusty at times.  The house 
is full of researchers and visitors and volunteers.  This 
month the spotlight is on two people who began tackling 
the monumental task of bringing the Society collections 
into the 21st Century.

Nancy Thurrott began working with the manuscript 
collection in the spring, reading and organizing various 
collections.  She has a knack for reading the script of 
150 year old letters and finding out about the events the 
letter writers are describing.  After reading hundreds of 
documents, she has been producing finding aids, which 
describe the collection, give the reader the historical 
background of the events and people depicted, and list 
the documents in each container.  These finding aids 
and container lists help researchers get to the material 
they are seeking faster and more efficiently.  After each 
finding aid is completed, it is entered on the National 
Union Catalog of Manuscript Collections.  Researchers 

from around the country and world consult this online 
catalog looking for material and its location.  Nancy has 
completed the VanDeursen and Hubbard Collections and 
is now hard at work on the Lyman Family Collection.

Susan Ryczek, a retired librarian, has a self-described 
love of details.  This stands her is good stead as she has 
immersed herself in our artifact collection.  Many in the 
older generation are cleaning their attics and downsizing 
and finding items they have been saving for years, 
which represent some facet of life in Middletown, from 
pictures that Grandmother took of the 1936 flood to the 
candelabrum that graced the table at the festive dinners 
in the Chafee Hotel.  Susan delights is describing each 
donated object in great detail in the Past Perfect museum 
software.  This includes  the size, color, and history of the 
object.  A teapot is not just a teapot – it has a bulbous 
bowl with an elephant trunk shaped spout!  She has 
cleared up the backlog of artifacts donated in the last 
year and is cataloging current donations.  Both Susan 
and Nancy come in several days a week—their work is 
invaluable!  ❧

2012 Memories in Pictures
Top left, clockwise: Mayor Daniel Drew presenting proclamation declaring, Saturday September 15, 2012 "Civil War Day" in Middletown to 
Society Director, Debby Shapiro, with Company F of the 14th CT CVI; members and friends enjoy the August garden luncheon; Cub Scouts of 
Dens 1 & 9 of Pack 43; Bill Ryczek speaking to Connecticut Generals Little League All-Star Team.


