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CHAPTER 1

The Research Begins 

WHERE TO BEGIN? I can trace my family’s history back to the 
slavery era in the United States. Court documents trace my family 

roots, on my mother’s side, to Middlesex County, Connecticut. My 
sincere thanks goes to Judith Ellen Johnson who, in the late 1900’s, as 
a staff genealogist with the Connecticut Historical Society, in Hartford, 
Connecticut, personally contributed her time and effort to trace my 
family’s history. Using just a suitcase left by my grandmother, a list of 
names, one family letter, two family albums handed down from my 
grandmother, and from what little family oral history that I had written 
about in a Hartford African American community newspaper called the 
Northend Agents, Judith painstakingly reconstructed my family tree. She 
then wrote the following:

Normally, when you trace a family history, you begin with the 
present generation and work backward. However, for my purpose 
I’d like to begin with a lady named Abigail Stanton Stewart, Mayor 
Milner’s maternal great-grandmother. Abigail Stanton Stewart has been 
the keystone in my research. Besides being a remarkable woman in her 
own way, she was also a saver, and the materials the family has shared 
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have provided me not only with a sense of Abigail’s personality, but the 
answers to some of my research problems as well.

Abigail Stanton came to Hartford as early as 1860, where, according 
to the 1860 census, she and her mother, Abigail, were listed in the 
household of the recently married William B. Smith and his wife, 
Virginia, a Hartford couple with whose family the Stantons would have 
a long association. They may have found this position through young 
Abigail’s brother, Chester C. Stanton, who, according to the Hartford 
City Directory, was working for Mr. Smith in 1869. It is not clear where 
she met her husband, or how long she stayed in Hartford, but in 1869, 
in Middletown, Abigail Stanton married Albert E. Stewart, a native of 
New Orleans, Louisiana, who had probably migrated to Connecticut 
after the Civil War. According to the Middletown City directories, the 
Stewarts lived in that city until 1878. During those years Albert Stewart 
worked in a variety of positions including a coachman, hackman, and 
laborer. While never listed in the city directories, several family records 
also revealed that Albert had a business selling ice cream.

Sometime during 1878 Albert and Abigail Stewart moved to 
Hartford and took up residence at 116 Albany Avenue. The 1886 and 
1887 directories contained listings not only for Albert but also for 
Abigail, who apparently had begun her own business as a laundress. The 
next few years must have brought changes to the Stewart household; 
by 1891 it seems that Albert and Abby were living apart from one 
another. 

In 1892 Abby moved from 116 Albany to 10 Green Street with her 
son Henry B. Stewart, the only one of Abby’s five children to survive 
beyond the age of twenty, and by 1893 Albert Stewart was no longer 
listed in the Hartford directory. Abby and her son remained at the Green 
Street address until 1900, during which time Henry B. Stewart married 
Florence L. Thompson of Hartford and started raising a family that 
would ultimately, like his mother’s, number five children, three boys 
born by 1900, and two girls shortly after.
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Sometimes in researching a family’s history you find that the events 
of one generation parallel another. Albert and Abigail Stewart’s fourth 
child was a little girl who, unfortunately, died a month after she was 
born. Abby named this daughter Grace. The fourth child of Henry 
and Florence Stewart was also a little girl named Grace, who was more 
fortunate than her namesake, and grew up to become the mother of 
Hartford’s first Black mayor.

Between 1900 and 1910, Abigail Stewart was not listed in the 
Hartford city directories. Although the old Hartford directories had a 
section that reported peoples’ migrations out of the city, Abby’s move 
was not reported. At that time many of the smaller communities did not 
have directories, but fortunately for me Abby Stewart saved many cards 
and letters from family and friends. For instance a letter postmarked the 
28th of September, 1907, was addressed to Abby Stewart in care of her 
daughter-in-law in Windsor, Connecticut. In this letter Charlie Beaman 
of Middletown, an old family friend, expressed his condolences to Abby 
on the loss of her brother, Chester.

If I may digress from Abby’s story, I’d like to talk about Chester for a 
few minutes. Charlie Beaman’s sympathy letter triggered some research 
on Chester Stanton, leading me to some very interesting information. 
At the time of Chester’s death, rarely did members of the minority 
communities, black or white, warrant more than a brief death notice 
in the local papers. Chester Stanton, however, was an exception. When 
he died on September 22nd, 1907, his death was noted in an extensive 
obituary in the Hartford Courant.

Chester had a long association with the Governor’s Foot Guard, but 
even though he was listed in the Hartford City Directory from 1858 to 
1868, and again from 1877 through 1907, nothing in his occupational 
listings gave any indication of his 25 or so years with the Foot Guard. 
However, his affiliation with this group was clear through his obituary, 
and through the funeral memorabilia that Abby Stewart had saved. 

Throughout his entries in the city directories, Chester was listed 
as a laborer, porter, gardener, and driver. While in the employment of 
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William B. Smith, he was an “ostler” an old term for someone who took 
care of horses. Perhaps as early as 1888, but definitely by 1899, Chester 
had his own cab business.

Why Abby Stewart moved to Windsor and what she did while 
she was there is unclear. By 1910 she was back in Hartford living at 
94 Ann Street, the residence of Rebecca Morgan Brainard, in whose 
employment Abby remained until Miss Brainard’s death in 1917 at the 
age of 90. It was during these years—in 1914 to be precise—that Abby 
suffered her final loss as a mother. On the 20th of May, 1914, Henry B. 
Stewart, Abby’s only surviving child, died in New Haven, Connecticut, 
of tuberculosis.

From 1918 to 1919, Abby’s mail was sent to her in East Windsor in 
the care of Miss Sarah Coleman. By 1920 Abby had returned to Hartford, 
this time residing at 106 Brown Street with the family of Morris Mitchell, 
a porter for the Sisson drug company. For the first time Abby was listed 
in the city directory as the widow of Albert Stewart. 

Up to this point what had happened to Albert Stewart had been a 
complete mystery; when he disappeared from the Hartford directories, 
there was no indication of what happened to him. The directories listed 
Abby as “Mrs. Abigail Stewart, laundress,” not “Mrs. Abigail Stewart, 
widow,” nor was she listed as a widow in the 1900 or 1910 census. Up to 
that point I hadn’t been able to find Albert Stewart on the 1900 census, 
nor had I located a death certificate for him in Hartford or Middletown. 
Abby’s 1920 directory listing was the first mention of Albert in a 28-year 
period. The mystery finally unraveled when the Milner family brought 
in an old suitcase full of Abby’s belongings. Among some papers in the 
suitcase was a bill dated Nov. 26, 1919, from the J. C. Lincoln Company 
of Willimantic for the burial expenses of Albert Stewart, who had died 
at St. Joseph Hospital in Windham on November 10th. A quick check of 
the Willimantic city directories revealed that, when Albert left Hartford 
an 1893, he moved to Willimantic where he remained for the rest of 
his life.
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Besides being the year that Abby was first listed as a widow, 1920 
was also a census year. Abby’s entry in the 1920 census listed her in a 
household headed by Henry and Margaret Green, including Morris 
Mitchell and his wife, and among others, Abby’s granddaughter, Grace. 
Abby and Grace remained with the Mitchells at 106 Brown Street until 
1924, when on January 20th, two days shy of her 23rd birthday, Grace 
Nelson Stewart married Marshall Milner and established her own 
household. For the next thirteen years, Abby made her home with Grace 
and Marshall Milner, until on the 22nd of May, 1937, when Abigail 
Stanton Stewart, at the age of 89, passed from this life.

Abigail Stanton Stewart spent the better part of 60 years of her life 
in Hartford but she was not born there, nor was her birth ever recorded. 
She is the person who brought this family to Hartford; she is also the 
bridge to their past. 

Based on her marriage record and the ages given in several other 
records, Abby was born in Middletown between 1845 and 1848, and 
probably on May 15th. On Abby’s death certificate, Grace Milner listed 
Abby’s parents as Samuel V. Stanton and Abigail, with the name Peters 
and a question mark, Mrs. Milner wasn’t sure. The 1850 census for 
Middletown listed a Samuel V. Stanton with a wife whose first name 
was Abigail. Included amongst the six children in the household were a 
son, Chester, aged thirteen, and a daughter Abigail, aged five. 

The census further indicated that the Stanton family owned property. 
It was on Cross Street in Middletown, and is incorrectly listed as the C. 
Stanton Estate on the 1874 map of Middletown. There is an 1871 deed 
to this property, which can best be described as a genealogist’s dream 
because of the information it provides linking Abby to her parents, and 
a couple of other people as well. The grantors of this deed are Abigail 
Stanton of Middletown and Chester C. Stanton of Hartford; the grantee, 
if Abigail Stewart, is identified as the “daughter of said Abigail Stanton, 
sister of said Chester and wife of Albert Stewart.” The property descrip-
tion in this deed refers to “other land of the estate of Samuel V. Stanton” 
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and ends with the statement “our interest in the aforesaid premises being 
derived as heirs at law of the said Samuel V. Stanton.”

Abby’s father, Samuel V. Stanton, left only a few records to tell 
us who he was or what he did in his life. Like his daughter, Abigail, 
Samuel’s birth was not recorded. However, his marriage was, and in 
this record I also learned his wife’s maiden name. On February 14, 
1835, Samuel V. Stanton of Middletown married Abigail Caples, also 
of Middletown. In 1835 Middletown included not only Middletown 
as it is today, but also the present towns of Portland, East Hampton, 
Cromwell, and Middlefield. Samuel and Abigail were married by James 
Noyes, Pastor of the Third Congregational Church in Middletown, 
which was probably Abigail Caples’ church. The Third Congregational 
Church of Middletown was actually in Middlefield. Samuel and Abigail 
may also have been married in a double ceremony, for if you look at 
the next entry on the page you will see recorded, on the same date and 
by the same minister, the marriage of Ezekiel Caples, Abigail’s brother, 
and Harriet Beaman.

For at least part of his life, Samuel Stanton worked as a day laborer, 
judging from the account books of William Lyman, a Middlefield farmer 
and active abolitionist, which are in the collections of the Middlesex 
County Historical Society in Middletown. Connecticut’s economy 
through the middle of the 19th century was based on the barter system, 
trading goods for services or vice versa. William Lyman probably 
purchased these supplies for Samuel Stanton in return for which Samuel 
agreed to work for Lyman at rates ranging from $12 to $15 per month. 
There are several entries of this sort for Samuel from 1835 until 1839, 
when Samuel settled his account with William Lyman and probably 
moved into Middletown proper.

On Dec. 4, 1851, Samuel’s then youngest son, John, died at the 
age of 11. The local undertaker at the time was J. B. Southmayd, and 
the expenses to Samuel for the funeral of his son can be found in the 
Southmayd account books, which have been deposited at the Godfrey 
Library in Middletown.
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Samuel himself died in 1856 at, according to his death record, 44 
years of age. His death certificate is typical of the time period, giving 
virtually no personal information, but by using his age of 39 on the 1850 
census and his age at death of 44, we can figure a birth year somewhere 
between 1810 and 1812. The Southmayd funeral records might have 
provided a little more information; unfortunately, the account books for 
the years 1853 through 1880 are missing. However, according to the first 
volume of burial records in the Middletown Health Department, Samuel 
Stanton was buried by J.B. Southmayd, probably in the Washington 
Street Cemetery.

Since he had no birth record, and his death record provided no 
information, finding parents for Samuel V. Stanton required some 
detective work. On the 1840 census for Middletown, Samuel Stanton 
was listed next to a woman named Rachel Stanton, who according to the 
statistics and columns, was somewhere between 36 and 55 years of age. 
On the 1850 census, Rachel Stanton and Samuel Stanton were separated 
by one family, but still living very close to one another. In 1850, Rachel 
Stanton was listed as 58 years old and Samuel, 39. Women are known 
to have shaved several years off their ages in the census, so Rachel could 
easily have been more than 58 years old. However, even if she were 
58, that made her 19 years older than Samuel, and old enough to be 
his mother. Rachel Stanton had virtually no vital statistics recorded in 
Middletown, not even a death certificate, but in 1850 Rachel’s household 
included a young man named George Stanton. 

In the Southmayd account book for 1851 – 1853, an entry was made 
on October 29, 1851, billing Rachel Stanton for the funeral expenses 
of her son, George G. Stanton, aged 31. There are a couple of things to 
note about this entry. Between Rachel’s name and the debtor column 
the word “estate” is squeezed in, in a lighter ink, indicating that it was 
added to the entry later. Below the entry for George is another one, 
dated April 18th, for a funeral whose expenses included a coffin with a 
plate indicating that its occupant was 69 years old. 
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Since the April entry followed the October one, I checked the local 
newspaper for April of 1852 and found that the second funeral was 
that of Rachel Stanton who died on April 17, 1852. Rachel’s expenses 
were apparently not billed to another individual, and the word “estate” 
that had been slipped in told me to check for a probate record. In the 
Middletown Probate Court, I found that Rachel had written a will and 
had named as her son, Samuel V. Stanton.

At this point, Rachel’s husband and Samuel’s father is still a mystery. 
So far I have found no marriage record for Rachel, and there is no indica-
tion that she was anyone’s widow in her probate records, so I can only 
present a possibility. To date the best candidate is John or Jack Stanton, 
assuming they are one and the same person. The evidence is weak and 
inconclusive. There was a John Stanton listed in the 1820 census for 
Middletown, who was clearly a black man; located at the Connecticut Sate 
Library, are the account books of Ebenezer Tracy, a Middletown physician, 
in which there are entries dated March 28th, and April 5th, 1821, for Jack 
Stanton. The Middlesex County Historical Society has a collection of bills 
to the city of Middletown which include one from Caleb Griffin, dated 
April 22, 1822, for digging Jack Stanton’s grave, and another submitted 
in 1823 by Eleazer Barnes for a coffin made for Jack Stanton on April 3, 
1822. Unfortunately, there is nothing in these records that indicates any 
kind of relationship between Jack Stanton and Rachel.

As for Rachel Stanton herself, the few records that exist for her are 
quite interesting. The fact that Rachel left a will disposing of her modest 
estate is unusual for a mid-19th century black woman, and her estate 
included a house and land, which she left to her surviving children and 
grandchildren. There are no deeds recording the transfer of Rachel’s 
property to her children because it was passed through probate. But 
there was a deed recorded when Rachel received the property, and this 
deed is another genealogist’s dream. On July 2, 1828, Martha Mortimer 
Starr entered this deed into the Middletown Land Records, from which 
I have abstracted the following.
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Know all men by these presents that I, Martha Mortimer Starr, 
otherwise known as Martha Mortimer of Middletown in the State 
of Connecticut, because I know it was the desire of my Father and 
Mother as well as that of the late Philip Mortimer Esq., that the land 
hereinafter mentioned should belong to Jack Mortimer and after his 
death to his children, do, by these presents, give, release, and forever 
quit claim unto Amaryllis Bean and Rachel Stanton, children of Jack 
Mortimer and to Mary Conny and John Conny, children of Silva 
Mortimer who was a child of said Jack Mortimer and to their heirs 
and assigns, all such right, title and interest as the said Martha has in 
a certain piece of land with the buildings there on, formerly occupied 
by the said Jack Mortimer.
 To have and to hold in the following portions: to Amaryllis 
Bean, Rachel Stanton and Charles Mortimer (who, the clerk notes 
was not listed earlier in the deed) one undivided fourth part to each 
and to Mary Conny and John Conny as representing their mother 
one fourth part.


