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The Project

❖When COVID struck and the Mill Museum closed to the public, staff 
pivoted to creating a “virtual museum” on its website. 

❖Responding to rumors that the Connecticut General Assembly was 
considering legislation mandating that public high schools in 
Connecticut offer elective courses on African American and Latino 
history, one part of that online exhibit consisted of articles exploring the 
experiences of African Americans in the Windham / Northeastern 
Connecticut area. This project was titled “Here All Along.” It was a 
companion to earlier projects at the Mill Museum on the experiences of 
Latinos, Irish Americans, and Polish Americans in Windham.

❖The planned goal of the “Here All Along” project is a proposed 2023 in-
person exhibit.

❖Like other similar projects at the Mill Museum, the goal was – once 
COVID restrictions were lifted – to conduct the project as “community 
history,” where members of Windham’s African American community 
would help plan the in-person exhibit.

❖Because of COVID, the initial research for the project had to be 
conducted in sources other than traditional archives, most of which also 
were closed.



Why Local 
History?

Real people, real places, real stories.

In 1982 the anthropologist Eric Wolf wrote a global history titled Europe 
and the People Without History, in which he focused on the experiences 
of “the people without history” – people not given a voice in standard 
“western” histories. One of his points was that denying people access to 
their own history is one way of exploiting them. Local communities have 
their own histories, which local people should know.

There is a tendency for most people to think that “real history” happened 
someplace else, to someone else. Local history makes it clear that history 
happened “here,” too.



Historical 
Societies, 
Museums, and 
Municipal 
Historians

❖Connecticut has 169 towns.

❖Connecticut has 204 historical societies listed on the 
Secretary of the State’s website, along with towns and 
contact information, https://portal.ct.gov/SOTS/Register-
Manual/Section-X/Historical-Societies

❖There are 308 Connecticut museums on Wikipedia’s list of 
Connecticut museums, the majority of which are history 
museums, 
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/List_of_museums_in_Connecti
cut

❖Most Connecticut towns have a Municipal Historian, 
appointed by the town council or board of selectmen. 
According to the Connecticut State Library, “to find out if 
there is a Municipal Historian for a Connecticut town, check 
the website for the town or the Secretary of the State’s 
annual Register & Manual.” Although most Municipal 
Historians are unpaid, they are considered town officials, and 
so are listed in the Register. The Register is available online at 
https://portal.ct.gov/SOTS/Register-Manual/Register-
Manual/Connecticut-State-Register--Manual

https://portal.ct.gov/SOTS/Register-Manual/Section-X/Historical-Societies
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/List_of_museums_in_Connecticut
https://portal.ct.gov/SOTS/Register-Manual/Register-Manual/Connecticut-State-Register--Manual


Resources Available at 
Many Local Museums 
and Historical Societies



Photos
Like most Connecticut museums and
historical societies, the Mill Museum has 
hundreds of photographs. Many show 
workers in the thread mills of Willimantic, 
Windham’s industrial borough. None of these 
factory photos shows a person of color.

The Municipal Historian of Norwich, Dale 
Plummer, told us why: until the 1960s, most 
of Connecticut’s textile mills refused to hire 
non-whites.

When something is missing, there is often a
story behind it.



Colonial Censuses
Although the Colony of Connecticut conducted 
several census in the 17th century, the first 
colonial census considered accurate, reliable, 
and inclusive was conducted in 1756. It includes 
the number of “inhabitants” in each town by 
race. A PDF is available online on the State 
Library’s website. The link can be found at 
https://libguides.ctstatelibrary.org/colonial . A 
second colonial census was conducted in 1774. 
A link to a PDF of the 1774 census can be found 
at the same website. Other colonial/state 
censuses were conducted in various years, but 
they are not online, and require visits to the 
State Library.

https://libguides.ctstatelibrary.org/colonial


Example of What 
You Can Learn: 
African Americans 
and Enslavement in 
Colonial Windham

The 1756 census found 2,406 whites and 40 
Blacks living in Windham town, all or most 
of them enslaved. Windham County had 
19,670 whites and 345 Blacks. 

House shown is the Eliphalet Dyer 
House. Dyer was the largest 
slaveholder in Windham in 1790. 
Enslaved people worked and probably 
lived in this house.



Federal Censuses

❖United States federal censuses were conducted every ten 
years, beginning in 1790.

❖Printed census summaries are useful, but real information 
requires going to the manuscript census for each year. Both 
the UConn and ECSU libraries have the manuscript census on 
microfilm through 1940.

❖Before the Civil War, the Constitution required the Census 
to record the number of free inhabitants and the number of 
enslaved people in each census tract separately, because 
enslaved people only counted as 3/5 persons. The 
Constitution did not require separating the free population 
by race, but in every Census, beginning in 1790, it was done 
anyway. Until 1850, only the name of the head of each 
household was recorded – other persons were recorded as 
hatch marks and not by name. 



Example of What You Can Learn: 
African Americans and the 
Federal Census in Windham

In 1790, 63 free people of color and 28 enslaved people (the vast majority 
of whom would have been African American, although some may have 
been Native American) lived in Windham. In 1800 it was 78 free people of 
color and 14 enslaved people; in 1810, 73 free people of color and 11 
enslaved people; and in 1820, 83 free people of color and four enslaved 
people. 

In 1790, Windham's largest slave owner was Eliphalet Dyer, the Chief 
Justice of the Connecticut Supreme Court and a former member of the 
Continental Congress, who owned eight slaves. Other slave owners that 
year included Benjamin Brewster (1), Samuel Gray (2), Shubael Abbe (2), 
Daniel Perkins (1), Josiah Manning (1), Timothy Larrabe (5), Stephen White 
(3), Eliphalet Murdock (1), James Cagshall (1), David Durance (1), John 
Keyes (1), and Gamaliel Ripley (1). In addition, free people of color lived in 
eleven households along with whites, probably as servants and perhaps 
former slaves.

1800 Census is at left. The first column (with the names) recorded 
householders. The next 5 columns recorded free white males in several 
age categories. The next five columns recorded free white females. The 
second-to-last column recorded free Black people of all genders and ages. 
The last column recorded enslaved people. To determine the number of 
Representatives each state had in Congress, enslaved people were 
counted as 3/5 persons. The red arrow indicates that an enslaved person 
lived in that household. The blue arrows indicate that free Black people 
lived in those households.



Ancestry.com
vAncestry.com is a private service (affiliated with the LDS Church) available 

through a paid subscription. It was where I accessed military, probate, birth, 
marriage, and death records during COVID. Because many public records 
remain unavailable online (they require a visit to a library or archive in order 
to view them), I have maintained my subscription. 

vThe Connecticut State Library holds most early Connecticut probate records. 
There are two collections, “Early to 1880” and “1881-1915.” They are 
available on microfilm.

vMost original vital records (births, marriages, deaths) in Connecticut are 
maintained in the individual towns where they occurred. The Connecticut 
State Library has microfilm copies from colonial times to 1900. Access to 
vital records less than 100 years old is restricted for privacy reasons.

vUnited States military records up through 1912 are held by the National 
Archives. For online searches, the National Archives recommends using 
Ancestry.com. The Connecticut State Library also has some military records, 
available at the Library on microfilm. 



Example of What You Can Learn:
Enslaved People Recorded in a Norwich, CT, 
Probate Inventory as Property

Two of the free Black householders living in Windham in the early 1800s 
(they appear in the 1800 and 1820 Censuses) were brothers Jesse and Job 
Leason, both of whom served in the Continental Army during the Revolution. 
Little is known about them before 1777, however, other than that Jesse was 
born c. 1753 and Job c. 1758. 

Job Leason’s first wife is believed to have been Zilpha Perkins, daughter of 
London Perkins (1721-99), a former enslaved man who operated a tannery, 
and his wife Cate Perkins (c. 1717/18-1813). Zilpha’s parents had both been 
enslaved by Capt. John Perkins and his wife Lydia of Norwich, CT, but were 
free by 1786. Their eight children were all born into slavery and baptized in 
Lisbon, CT. There is a good chance, then, that both brothers had originally 
come from Norwich/Lisbon, and that they, too, had been enslaved, although 
not by Perkins. Job was illiterate. (At left, pages from John Perkins’s probate 
inventory, 1761.)



City Directories
Before there were telephone books, there were city 
directories. Typically, directories include an alphabetical listing 
by name, each person’s address, and sometimes their place of 
work. Unlike Censuses, they do not indicate people’s race. 
Willimantic city directories are available at the Dunham Hall 
Library at the Windham Textile and History Museum.



Example of What 
You Can Learn: 
Where an African 
American 
Laundress Lived in 
1875 
By 1875, Civil War veteran Corp. 
Caesar Hall of the 29th CVI and his wife 
Julia no longer lived on a farm in 
Hampton, CT. Now estranged, they 
lived at two different addresses in the 
nearby industrial city of Willimantic. 
Caesar worked as a laborer, Julia as a 
laundress. Their children lived with 
Julia, either in a back lot building off 
Main Street or in the rear of the front 
lot building, near the railroad tracks. 
“Heap’s Block” is still there, but the 
back lot building has been replaced by 
a newer structure. Julia would have 
accessed her apartment via the alley in 
the images at right.



County and 
Town Histories

❖Ellen D. Larned, History of Windham County, Connecticut, 
vol. 1 (1874)

❖Ellen D. Larned, History of Windham County, Connecticut, 
vol. 2 (1880)

❖Jamie Eves, ed., A Builder’s Tale: Lloyd E. Baldwin’s 
Willimantic Before 1850: Sketches of Early Residences and 
Occupants: A Document. Originally published as a series of 
articles in the Willimantic Journal in the 1890s. 
https://millmuseum.org/a-builders-tale/

The late 19th century was a time for writing county and town 
histories. Larned was only one of several 19th-century local 
historians who wrote about Windham. Some of these 
histories were published in book form, while others appeared 
serialized in 19th-century newspapers. Local historical 
societies and museums usually have copies of these histories. 

https://millmuseum.org/a-builders-tale/


Example of What You Can Learn: In 1865, Willimantic Journal Editor William 
Weaver Wrote About Lyman Jackson. “Jackson street [was] named for Lyman 
Jackson, the worthy colored man who lived in the ‘house on the lot’….”



Example of What You Can 
Learn: Jo, Town Founder
In 1892 the people of Windham and Scotland gathered on Windham Green to 
celebrate the 200th anniversary of the incorporation of Windham as a town. As 
part of the festivities, Jane Gay Fuller, a novelist and poet who lived in Scotland 
recited a poem in which she recalled the founding of Windham and the legends 
of Jonathan Cates and Joe Ginne. The poems and speeches were collected into a 
book, transforming oral traditions (including the story of Cates and Ginne) into a 
written history. Poet Jane Gay Fuller chided the people of Windham for 
considering Cates the first settler and founder of the town of Windham, but not 
extending that description to Jo (Joe Ginne), whom Cates had enslaved and who 
accompanied Cates to Windham and who built the first non-indigenous people’s 
dwelling there.

Nor was he [Jonathan Cates] Abolitionist,
For in the South he bought a slave,
A trusty servant, faithful friend,
Who loved his mater to the end.
You all have heard of “Guinea Joe,”
Who would have been a settler, too,
If he had been a man, you know!

-- Jane Gay Fuller, 1892



Maps & 
Buildings

The nineteenth century was also a time for making maps. 
Large county wall maps were printed as early as the 1830s 
and 1850s, county atlases were published a few decades 
later, panoramics (bird’s-eye-view engravings) were printed 
in the late 19th and early 20th centuries, the first coast and 
geodetic survey maps for Connecticut came out in the 1890s, 
and Sanborn and other insurance maps were printed in the 
20th century. Local historical societies usually have copies of 
these and other maps.

In the 1890s, retired Windham/Willimantic builder Lloyd 
Baldwin wrote a series of article in the Willimantic Journal 
describing the borough of Willimantic as it was in c. 1850, 
including descriptions of the people who lived there. Being a 
builder, his account went building by building.

Sometime in the late 1800s, Willimantic druggist/florist John 
Little Leonard drew sketches on brown wrapping paper of 
buildings in Willimantic as they existed in c. 1860. 



Example of What You Can Learn: 
Jo, Town Founder

“In the autumn of 1688, Joshua’s tract received its first settler. John 
Cates, an English refugee, fearful of the spies of Andross [sic], found 
his way into this desolate, uninhabited wilderness, and passed the 
winter, Crusoe-like, in a cave or cellar, fashioned by the hands of his 
faithful negro, Joe Ginne. Little is known of the previous history of 
this gentleman [i.e., Cates]. Tradition represents him as a high 
political offender, a Commonwelath soldier and even a Regicide, but 
the shy Englishman kept his own secret. It is said that he landed first 
at Virginia, where he purchased his servant, and thence came on to 
New York and Norwich, but found no security till he took up his 
abode in this remote wilderness.”

Ellen Larned, History of Windham County, Connecticut, vol. 1 
(1600-1760): 1874



Example of What You Can 
Learn: The Jackson Family

Jackson Street in Willimantic, the industrial partr
of Windham, is named for the African American 
family of Lyman and Clarissa Buck Jackson, who 
lived on the street on the outskirts of the city in 
the early 1800s. The family also included their 
eight children, Clarissa’s sister Abby Buck, Abby’s 
son James Buck, and her parents Gurdon and 
Martha Buck. Lyman was a cabinet maker and 
Clarissa was a barber. It is the only street in 
Windham named for an African American. (At 
left, a detail from an 1855 map of Windham 
County.) Is it significant that the house was on 
the edge of the borough of Willimantic?



Example of What You Can Learn: 
The Jackson Family



Example of What You 
Can Learn: Caesar Hall 
and the 29th CVI
Caesar Hall, Jr. was born c. 1828 in the small farming community of 
Chaplin, CT. He was named for his father, an African American farm laborer 
whose name appears in official records as “Ceazer,” “Caesar,” “Cezar,” 
“Ceaser,” and “Cesar.” Caesar, Jr. grew up in a large household. Besides 
himself and his father, there was his mother Susan, who was also African 
American, his older brother Henry, and younger brothers James, Charles, 
George, John Q. A. (we may assume that the Q. A. stood for Quincy 
Adams), Gilbert, and Edwin. Sometime during the two years after Caesar, 
Jr. was born, the Hall family moved from Chaplin to the neighboring town 
of Hampton, also predominantly rural, where they would remain. The 
1850 United States Census recorded Caesar, Sr. as a “laborer,” which 
probably meant that he was a farm hand, employed on one or more of 
Hampton’s many farms. Lacking enough wealth to acquire a farm of his 
own, either to own or to rent, he labored for others. An 1855 wall map 
shows a house labeled “C. Hall,” right along Hampton’s eastern border 
with Brooklyn, CT. The house did not sit directly along a road, as did all of
the other houses in Hampton, nor was it near any other houses. We don’t 
know if it was the home of Caesar Hall, Sr. or Caesar Hall, Jr, but whoever 
lived there was keeping their distance from the rest of the community. 
Perhaps it was safer that way.



Example of What You Can 
Learn: Caesar Hall and the 
29th CVI 
Caesar, Sr., had not always lived in Chaplin or Hampton, but he did spend 
his whole life in rural northeastern Connecticut. He was living in 
Canterbury — another northeastern Connecticut farm town — in 1822 
when he married Susan Harris of Sterling, CT on December 29, just a few 
days after Christmas. Caesar, Sr. had been 34 when he married the 19-
year-old Susan. He had been born on August 1, 1788, in Plainfield, CT, yet 
another agricultural community. His birth records listed him as a “negro,” 
and his mother simply as “Phillis.” No father was recorded. Who was 
Phillis? Did the fact that she lacked a surname mean that she was — or 
had been — enslaved? Who was Caesar, Sr.’s father? Did Phillis refuse to 
disclose his identity? And if so, why? As is so often the case when 
researching the lives of non-elites, there are more questions than 
answers. Caesar, Sr. lived a long life. He died on August 17, 1861, at the 
age of 77, just as the Civil War was beginning — three years before two of 
his sons joined the Union Army and went to war.



Example of What You Can 
Learn: Pews for Enslaved People 
in Trinity Church
Mortlake

❖Mortlake was a plantation in northeastern Connecticut, owned by 
Godfrey Malbone and worked by enslaved people.

❖Malbone came to Connecticut from Newport, RI, where his family had 
made a fortune in the shipping industry, including the slave trade. 
Newport was a center for the slave trade. 

❖In Brooklyn, CT, Malbone built Trinity Church in 1771 – in part because 
he was nominally an Anglican (Episcopalian), and in part because he did 
want to be taxed to support the construction of a new Congregationalist 
church in Brooklyn.

❖Enslaved people attended services at Trinity Church. They were seated 
in the balcony, while whites had pews on the ground floor. 

❖Invisible to the whites below, the enslaved people carved images into 
the wooden partition wall in front of them.



Cemeteries



Example of What You Can Learn: A Slave 
Cemetery in Windham County
ELIZA WAS AN ENSLAVED PERSON BURIED IN THE TRINITY 
CHURCH YARD IN BROOKLYN, CT. NO LAST NAME WAS 
RECORDED. GRAVESTONES FOR ENSLAVED PEOPLE WERE RARE IN 
NORTHEASTERN CONNECTICUT. 

SARAH



Example of What You Can Learn: 
The Jackson Family – What Did It Mean to Have a Plot in the Local Cemetery?



On the Mill 
Museum’s 
Website

❖Jamie H. Eves, “’If He Had Been a Man, You Know?’: Joe 
Ginne, Town Founder, https://millmuseum.org/joe-ginne/

❖Jamie H. Eves, “’Faithfully to Serve’: Jesse & Job Leason, 
African American Soldiers in the Revolutionary War,” 
https://millmuseum.org/job-jesse-leason/

❖Jamie H. Eves, “’A Respectable, Quiet Colored Citizen’: 
Lyman Jackson (1796-1858), African American Cabinet 
Maker, and Clarissa Buck Jackson (1799-c. 1875), African 
American Wife and Barber,” https://millmuseum.org/lyman-
jackson/

❖Jamie H. Eves, “’Let Him Get an Eagle on His Button’: Caesar 
Hall (1828-1896), African American Civil War Soldier from 
Hampton and Willimantic,” https://millmuseum.org/caesar-
hall-2/

https://millmuseum.org/joe-ginne/
https://millmuseum.org/job-jesse-leason/
https://millmuseum.org/lyman-jackson/
https://millmuseum.org/caesar-hall-2/

