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The Museum at the Mansfield House                      OPEN Mondays – Thursdays 10:00 to 3:00 
  First Saturday of the Month 12:00 to 3:00

Unearthing Community: Archaeology of the Beman Triangle
 General Mansfield House ................................................During museum hours through May 30
Annual Business Meeting of the Society .................................Tuesday, April 23 ...............................6:30 pm
Arthur M. Schultz Memorial Lecture ......................................Tuesday, April 23 ...............................7:00 pm
 Congregation Adath Israel, 8 Broad Street
Memorial Day Parade .................................................................Monday, May 27 ................................10:00 am
 Meet at corner of Stack St. and Pease Ave.
Sheedy and History Comes Alive Contests Reception ..........Thursday, June 6 ................................6:00 pm
 General Mansfield House
Connecticut Open House Day ..................................................Saturday, June 8 .................................11:00 to 3:00
 General Mansfield House

For more information, visit us on the web at www.middlesexhistory.org

S P R I N G  C A L E N D A R  O F  E V E N T S

This year’s Memorial Day parade, honoring Vietnam 
Veterans, will step off at 10:30 am on Monday, May 27. 
The Society will again be marching and members are 
asked to meet at the corner of Stack Street and Pease 
Avenue by 10:00 am. You need not come in costume, 
although that is lots of fun. Join us as we honor the 
brave men and women who help keep our country free.

Annual Meeting Agenda
The meeting agenda will include the treasurer’s annual report and proposed budget 
for fiscal year, April 1, 2013–March 31, 2014 (see related article), president’s and 
director’s reports, and election of the Nominating Committee. The slate for those 
positions includes Ron Schatz, Chairman, and members Peter “Buck” Zaidel and 
Richard Kamins. The business meeting will commence at 6:30 pm.

Lois Brown to Lecture at 
Society’s Annual Meeting
“So at any cost I will go”: Nineteenth-Century African 
American Journeys to the Civil War South will be the 
topic of this year’s Arthur M. Schultz Memorial Lecture 
to be delivered by Lois Brown at the Society’s annual 
meeting on Tuesday, April 23. Brown, the Class of 1958 
Distinguished Professor at Wesleyan University, was 
recently seen by millions as a scholarly contributor and 
series advisor for the three part American Experience 
documentary series on PBS entitled The Abolitionists.

The history of African Americans in antebellum 
America often focuses on northward travels towards 
New England and Canadian destinations and their 
promise of freedom. However, as the Civil War began, 
women and men of color began to contemplate how 
best to serve on the front lines of the war that would 
bring about the abolition of slavery, the conferring 
of citizenship upon people of African descent, and 
the right to vote for men of color.  Accounts of the 
unpredictable voyages that took prominent and lesser-
known individuals to the South during the Civil War 
years provide compelling insights about nineteenth-
century perspectives on land, patriotism, and self-
determination.  This lecture will focus on the writings 
of educator Charlotte Forten and accounts recorded by 
soldiers in the 29th Connecticut Colored Regiment.   
The illuminating reminiscences of African American 
soldiers and the forthright journals of Forten offer 
sobering and breathtaking portraits of America as it 

sought to preserve 
the union.

Professor 
Brown teaches in the 
African American 
Studies Program 
and the English 
Department.  Her 
teaching, research, 
and scholarship 
focus on African 
American and New 
England literary 
history and culture, 18th and 19th -century African American 
memory, and the politics of identity, faith, and privilege 
in colonial and antebellum America.  She is the author of 
Pauline Elizabeth Hopkins: Black Daughter of the Revolution, 
a literary biography of the pioneering New England writer, 
dramatist, performer, and journalist.  She has also published 
an encyclopedia on the literary Harlem Renaissance and 
edited the first modern edition of the 1835 Memoir of James 
Jackson, The Attentive and Obedient Scholar aged Six Years 
and Eleven Months by Susan Paul.

The annual meeting will be held at Congregation Adath 
Israel, 8 Broad Street.  The business portion of the meeting 
will begin at 6:30 pm with the lecture to follow at 7:00 pm.  
The synagogue is handicapped accessible.  ❧

Memorial Day to Honor 
Vietnam Veterans
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Director’s Message

Dear Members,

The winter months have been very busy at the Society. 
Much work has been accomplished in the cataloging of the 
collections and we have had a number of researchers travel 
great distances to view our archival records. We have also 
been working with Bob and Kathleen Hubbard to write 
and produce a new book on Middletown in the Arcadia 
Publishers “Legendary Locals” series. It has been grand fun 
picking people to include in the book, hunting for pictures, 
and discovering famous people with Middletown ties.  Did 
you know that Janet Brewster Murrow, the wife of Edward 
R. Murrow and a famous broadcaster in her own right 
during World War II, was born and raised in Middletown 
and graduated from Middletown High School? I know that 
more fascinating discoveries await us as we continue work 
on the book.

People ask me why I am so passionate about working 
at the Society. The collections that we have here are unique 
and the information contained within them enable me 
to help people connect to who they are. They also define 
the sense of place that is Middletown, Connecticut, a 
place like no other. Recently a woman traveled from 
Alabama to Middletown to see the bible owned by her 
ancestor, William Ward, with birth and death entries in 
William’s hand from the 1650’s. The look of awe on her 
face warmed me for days. Another woman came from 
New York looking for information on her slave ancestor. 

She found her ancestor in our records and a portrait of 
the sea captain who owned her as well as a picture of 
his house, which no longer stands. Several weeks later, 
I found evidence of the ancestor’s manumission by the 
sea captain. Her ancestor now has a more complete story 
for her to tell. A gentleman from Ohio, a descendant of 
Simeon North, the war of 1812 pistol manufacturer, and 
the Plum family of Middletown, knocked on the door at 
the end of March. We had a wonderful time discussing 
various aspects of Middletown’s history and the role his 
ancestors played. I was able to send him on his way with 
a map of Middletown marked with the spots of several 
ancestral homes still standing and of the North pistol 
factory. His smile was priceless. We also have scholars 
who are researching for books they are writing spend 
days poring over the many 17th, 18th, and 19th century 
documents in our collections. I was able to connect two 
gentlemen both interested in the USS Connecticut, built 
in Middletown’s shipyards and heard that they spent an 
afternoon together trading information. 

Membership renewal letters are in the mail. Please 
renew at as high a level as you can so you can support the 
Society as it helps the community connect to what it is 
and why it is unique.

Debby Shapiro

President’s Message

History continues to be made in Middletown—the 2013 
blizzard in February was rivaled only by the 1888 blizzard 
that took place 125 years ago! The Society conducted a 
number of successful programs this winter—an engaging, 
standing-room-only event on 17th century Connecticut 
witchcraft trials, a beautiful and moving display of World 
War II quilts, and (braving the mini-storm in early March) 
a lively discussion of the Civil War’s effect on prominent 
writers. Led by Debby Shapiro, our volunteers and interns 
were busy doing research, giving tours and presentations, 
and cataloging our extensive collections of artifacts and 
documents.  

As you’ll read elsewhere in this newsletter, the Society 
has been working to improve our financial situation. The 
Society’s survival depends in large part on your generous 
donations—we do not receive financial support from 
city, state or federal sources. Your support can take many 

forms—being a member, volunteering for an event or 
ongoing project, making a donation and/or remembering 
the Society with a legacy gift. I recently made provision 
for the Society in my will, and it is comforting to have 
made that commitment to a cause I so much believe in— 
the celebration and preservation of Middletown’s rich 
history.  

For more information about donating to the Society 
or making a legacy gift, contact Executive Director 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

Middlesex County Historical Society – FY13 budget and proposed FY14 (Apr. 2013-Mar. 2014) budget

2013 Budget
2013 Projected 

Actual 
Proposed 2014 
Budget

INCOME  

Operating Income  

Donations $13,500 $9,005 $15,000

Events, fundraisers (net) $13,000 $8,000 $10,000

Gift shop (net) $5,700 $1,200 $1,500

House, grounds rental $10,000 $0 $5,000

Membership dues $8,000 $8,300 $8,500

Miscellaneous $0 $300 $0

Newsletter ads $1,000 $100 $0

Research fees $2,500 $2,000 $1,500

Total Operating Income $53,700 $28,905 $41,500

 

Investment Income  

Merrill Lynch transfer (from savings) $17,077 $38,065 $24,565

Collections, capital savings transfers $476 $3,700 $481

Total Investment Income $17,553 $41,765 $25,046

 

TOTAL INCOME $71,253 $70,670 $66,546

 

EXPENSES  

Office  

Accounting $2,500 $2,500 $2,500

Miscellaneous $500 $495 $500

Office expenses $3,100 $900 $1,000

Postage $850 $750 $800

Printing $900 $1,200 $1,200

Telephone & internet $1,100 $1,300 $1,400

Total Office $8,950 $7,145 $7,400

 

Facilities & Collections  

Collections maintenance $475 $0 $0

Electricity $4,200 $3,750 $4,000

Fuel oil $4,000 $6,000 $5,500

Insurance, non-employee $7,500 $8,775 $8,800

Maintenance & capital improvements $3,500 $2,400 $3,000

Total Facilities & Collections $19,675 $20,925 $21,300

 

Personnel  

Total Personnel (salary, benefits, payroll taxes) $42,628 $42,600 $37,846

 

TOTAL EXPENSES $71,253 $70,670 $66,546
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Perhaps you have seen city teenagers 
filming historical buildings or landmarks 

around town. No, this is not suspicious 
behavior. Rather, they are making video entries 

for the Society’s new contest, History Comes 
Alive! The contest is open to middle and high school 

students with middle school students asked to submit a 3 
to 4 minute video and high school students, a 5 to 6 minute 
video along with a summary of the project and research 
notes. Each video will include a narration telling the viewer 
about the location, its unique aspects, and documents that 
support its significance in Middletown history.

All submissions will be kept in the Society’s archives 
for use by future generations. If only a contest such as this 
had existed before Middletown lost so many of its historic 
structures! Winners will be honored at a reception held at 
the General Mansfield House on Thursday, June 6 at 6:00 
pm along with the Sheedy Contest award recipients. Please 
join us for this special evening when the General Mansfield 
House also comes alive.  ❧

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

Society Launches New 
Video Competition

The Society welcomes new members 
Donna Bontatibus, Elizabeth Elwell, Rosemary 
McNerney, Vivian Nicholson-Mueller, Angela 
Norton, Quentin “Q” Phipps, Robert D. Waller, 
Judith & Robert Walsh, Michael & Sally Wrang, and 
William E. Wrang, Jr. Victor & Marj Adler joined as life 
members and Charles & Sharon Chafee upgraded their 
membership to the life catagory. We are excited that so 
many people have joined to help us keep history alive in 
Middletown!

The Board of Directors voted a modest dues increase 
beginning April 1, our new fiscal year. In addition, new 
members will receive a free Mansfield House ornament. 
Please encourage your friends to join so that we can 
continue to have a vibrant Society.  ❧

Society Welcomes 
New Members

2013 UPDATE:  
The Society’s budget crisis, and how we are meeting it

The Middlesex County Historical Society is a privately-
funded, non-profit organization. We do not receive 
ongoing financial support from municipal, state, or 
federal government sources. For most of our 112-year 
history, the Society has been fully supported by the 
generosity of our members and patrons. Until recently, 
the modest income from the Society’s investments and 
from memberships, gift shop sales, and fundraising 
events were enough to cover the expenses of maintaining 
the Mansfield House and managing the Society. 

In the mid- 2000’s, the Society decided to become a 
more visible, active part of the Middletown community. 
Over the next several years, the Society created new 
exhibits and programs to celebrate Middletown’s history, 
including an award-winning exhibit on Middletown and 
the Civil War. To help preserve the historic Mansfield 
House and its collections, we applied for and received a 
matching grant to replace the inadequate HVAC system. 
In 2009, Debby Shapiro took over as Executive Director; 
we are fortunate to have someone with Debby’s profound 
knowledge of local history and her infectious enthusiasm 
for it.  

However, as the Society’s activity has increased so 
have its expenses. In 2008, the Society had to match the 
HVAC grant out of our investment account, which had 
already been severely affected by the economic downturn. 
In response, Debby Shapiro and the Board carefully 
reviewed the budget and were successful in reducing 
many operating costs for insurance, utilities, and office 
expenses. However, these reductions did not close the gap 
between the Society’s income and its expenses.  

By the end of the last fiscal year in March 2012, that 
gap was $45,000 annually. After lengthy discussion, the 
Board decided to set ambitious revenue targets for this 
past year and redouble our fundraising efforts.Thanks to 
the hard work and dedication of Debby, the Board, and 
many of our members, we have significantly increased 
revenue this past year. Donations are up by 60%; the yield 
from fundraisers and other events is up 265%—from all 
sources we have increased incoming revenue by 53%. 
By continuing to cut expenses when possible, we have 
reduced operating expenses this past year by 14%. As 
a result of these efforts, the gap between the Society’s 
income and its expenses has been reduced to $33,000.  

So the gap is closing—but is still significant. In the 
coming year, the Society will continue to work to increase 
revenue and reduce expenses. We have increased annual 
membership fees to $20 for students, $30 for individuals, 
$40 for families, $60 for businesses, and $125 for patrons. 
We are moving ahead with plans to rent the Mansfield 
House gardens for events later this year, and are planning 
some exciting fundraisers for the summer and fall. 
We are instituting a legacy program to encourage our 
members and patrons to provide for the Society in their 
estate planning. We have new members of the Board who 
are coming in with terrific energy and an infusion of new 
ideas, to match the dedication, hard work, and expertise 
of long-standing Board members.  

In order to ensure that the Society can remain 
financially viable until we can increase revenue to close 
the gap, the Board has reluctantly made the decision to 
reduce the hours of our Executive Director from 30 hours 
to 26 hours a week, starting in June 2013. We did not 
make this decision lightly. Our Executive Director, Debby 
Shapiro, is doing an extraordinary job and is completely 
dedicated to the Society and our mission. Over the past 
several years the Society has become more visible and 
more active in the community largely due to Debby’s 
efforts, and the Board understands that reducing her 
hours will have an adverse effect on this. But ultimately 
we concluded that this reduction in Debby’s hours, 
although it may have some short-term adverse effects, is 
essential to ensure that the Society remains financially 
viable over time. The Mansfield House hours will be 
correspondingly be reduced by an hour a day starting in 
June, closing at 2pm instead of 3pm Monday-Thursday.   

We hope that these measures to increase revenue and 
reduce expenses will put the Society on a path to financial 
sustainability. We welcome your ideas and suggestions 
about how the Society can grow and continue to fulfill 
its mission to preserve, promote, and celebrate the rich 
history of Middletown and the surrounding area.

Patricia Tully,  
President of the Board, Middlesex County Historical 
Society



The Historical Observer4  April 2013

The Society is pleased to be the first stop for the exhibit, “Unearthing Community: 
Archaeology of the Beman Triangle.” The public may view the exhibit beginning 
Saturday, April 6 through the end of May. Museum hours are Monday–Thursday,  
10 am to 3 pm and the first Saturday of the month, 12 pm to 3 pm.

Between Vine Street, Cross Street, and Knowles Avenue, a 
mundane looking triangle of land forms the “Leverett Beman 
Historic District,” listed on the State Register of Historic Places 
and part of the Connecticut Freedom Trail. This area, known also 
as the “Beman Triangle,” is the site of one of the earliest planned 
African American communities in the United States. Through 
much of the mid- to late-nineteenth centuries, multiple houses 
stood on this land, all owned and inhabited by free black property 
owners. Many of these buildings still stand today. The Beman 
Triangle community had close ties to the AME Zion Church in 
Middletown, founded in the 1820s. Leverett Beman, the son of 
the first pastor of the AME Zion Church Jehiel Beman, owned a 
house on the triangle by the 1840s, neighbor to another Church 
member. In 1847, Beman owned the land and had the Triangle 
surveyed and divided into small plots, which could then be sold to 
other members of the Church community.

This exhibit presents information from excavations at the 
Beman Triangle. A short field season in April, 2012 conducted 
by Wesleyan University students and members of the greater 
Middletown community focused on deposits behind the 
Bartholomew Murphy house (19 Vine Street), built c. 1870, and 
the Menominee Miami house (21 Vine Street), built c. 1850. 
Artifacts from these excavations help to build a picture of daily 

life in these households during 
the late nineteenth century. 
The exhibit will show a range of 
materials relating to healthcare 
and everyday life, such as cooking 
and dining. The Miami house 
excavation has also provided a 
range of artifacts that appear to 
relate to late-nineteenth century 
pharmaceutical production, 
opening discussion about the 
nature of healthcare at this time.  

Unearthing Community:  
Archaeology of the Beman Triangle

The exhibit is curated by Wesleyan University 
students Amy Cao, Hyunjin Cho, and Sarah 
Chrystler under the direction of Sarah Croucher, 
Assistant Professor of Anthropology and 
Archaeology. Funding was provided by the Deans of 
Division I and Division II and the Allbritton Center 
for the Study of Public Life, Wesleyan University.  

❧  


