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  PREFACE




  I have had a passion for history for as long as I can remember. I grew up in Ohio, which has a rich and proud past, but where a building that dates from the early 1800s is considered rare and ancient. When I moved to Connecticut in 1977, I looked forward to being able to explore earlier chapters in American history up close.




  Connecticut did not disappoint. All around there are iconic town greens, steepled meetinghouses, clapboard homes—many of them two or three hundred years old, some even older. Here many Connecticut men and women played their roles in the saga that culminated in the establishment of an independent United States. Walls made of weathered and moss-covered stones serve as reminders of both the challenge confronting farmers who cultivated the state’s rocky soil, and their resourcefulness in turning an irritant into an asset. Art and epitaphs on centuries-old tombstones speak with terse eloquence of the hopes, beliefs, and pursuits, as well as the trials, triumphs, and tragedies of thousands of individual lives that comprise the chapters of a community’s heritage.




  Connecticut not only met my expectations; it exceeded them—and served up more than a few surprises. I was prepared to encounter famous figures such as Revolutionary War martyr/spy Nathan Hale in Connecticut’s past. But who expects to find Mark Twain playing a featured role in Connecticut history? Or tycoon J. P. Morgan? Or vaudeville legend Sophie “last of the red-hot mamas” Tucker?




  It came as a disconcerting surprise to discover that black people had been held in slavery for the first two centuries following Connecticut’s settlement, or that men and women had been executed here on witchcraft charges. I hadn’t known about Connecticut’s emergence during the 1800s as a giant of industry, which it remained well into the twentieth century. Factories manufacturing everything from guns to silk to kitchen appliances for a global market had attracted immigrants from Sweden, Sicily, Ireland, Russia, and everywhere in between. Decade after decade they had come, by the tens of thousands, until by the middle of the twentieth century Connecticut was one of the most ethnically diverse states in the nation.




  Just as saltboxes and stone walls bear witness to the first two centuries of Connecticut’s history, the transforming developments of the 1800s and 1900s are represented by everything from factories to cathedrals, from synagogues to social clubs to the State Capitol itself—another surprise. Built in 1878, when Connecticut was on the rise as an industrial powerhouse, the Capitol features so much intricately assembled stained glass, elaborately carved stone and wood, and ornate, vividly colored stenciling that it looks more like an ancient, exotic palace than the seat of government of the “Land of Steady Habits.”




  Learning about Connecticut history has been only half the fun. The other half has come from sharing fascinating stories from the state’s past through articles, columns, and books such as this one. I hope these twenty-five chapters will serve as glimpses of the intriguing, diverse, and immensely entertaining array of people and events that comprise more than 350 years of Connecticut history.




  THE FIRST WITCHCRAFT EXECUTIONS IN NORTH AMERICA - 1647‒1663 -





  SAY “WITCHCRAFT TRIALS,” AND most Americans immediately will think of the 1692 Salem, Massachusetts, hysteria, dramatized by Arthur Miller’s play The Crucible, during which twenty men and women were executed for allegedly practicing sorcery. But Connecticut got nearly a half-century jump on Salem; the first person known to have been executed in North America on charges of practicing witchcraft was hanged in 1647 in Hartford.




  Witchcraft today may be the stuff of Halloween fun, Hollywood blockbuster fantasy, and phenomenally popular book series, but it was a serious business in seventeenth-century Connecticut—deadly serious. New Englanders, like Europeans, sincerely believed in the existence of witches, who wielded supernatural powers acquired through a deal with the Devil himself, much as today we accept that disease is caused by tiny creatures we can’t see with our own eyes—bacteria and viruses.




  To New Englanders in the 1600s, everything that happened was part of the eternal struggle between God and Satan and their followers; nothing occurred by chance. Thus when unexplained misfortune befell a person—a child became sick, livestock fell ill, a barrel of beer turned bad—the first reaction was to look for someone with a grudge.




  As to what should be done with witches, the Bible, on which Connecticut’s Puritan settlers based all aspects of their lives, was clear: “Thou shalt not suffer a witch to live.” When the Connecticut Colony drew up its first code of laws in 1642, being a witch was included among the crimes punishable by death.




  The victim of the landmark 1647 execution was Alice Young of Windsor. Nothing more is known about this woman who was the first of at least eleven individuals put to death on charges of witchcraft in Connecticut before the end of the seventeenth century.




  The very next year Mary Johnson of Wethersfield went to the gallows on witchcraft charges. Johnson had admitted to making a deal with the Devil to perform her chores for her. She also confessed to murdering a child. In 1651 Goodwife Bassette of Stratford admitted to being a witch and was executed.




  In a culture that believed in demonically acquired magic, some people may very well have thought they were witches. Most accused witches, however, denied the charges. Some were acquitted—and some were not.




  In 1651 John and Joan Carrington of Wethersfield were found guilty of witchcraft and met their deaths at the end of a hangman’s noose. Two years later in Fairfield, Goodwife Knapp was tried for witchcraft. One of the pieces of evidence presented was the alleged presence on her body of “witch’s teats”—small tags of flesh from which the Devil purportedly suckled his followers. Found guilty, Knapp maintained her innocence to the day she was hanged, and she resisted pressure to accuse one of the witnesses against her of also being a witch.




  In 1654 Lydia Gilbert of Windsor was brought up on charges of witchcraft for allegedly causing the death of a man three years earlier in an accident for which another person had already been held responsible. On October 3, 1651, Henry Stiles, a boarder in the house of Thomas and Lydia Gilbert, was killed during a militia exercise when the gun of the man marching behind him, Thomas Allyn, went off accidentally. Allyn admitted that he had been careless with his firearm, was found guilty of “homicide by misadventure,” and was fined twenty pounds. Case closed—but not for good.




  Three years later, the Connecticut court, for reasons never explained, refunded Thomas Allyn’s fine and charged Lydia Gilbert with using witchcraft to orchestrate Stiles’s death at Allyn’s hand. Found guilty, Gilbert was hanged.




  Even when the charges were horrific, there seems to have been no rush to judgment. Nicholas and Margaret Jennings of Saybrook were accused of witchcraft in 1661. Among their alleged crimes was that, with Satan’s help, they had caused the deaths of several people, among them a child. Although the jury felt strongly that they were guilty, some members didn’t feel the evidence was solid enough for a conviction that would result in the couple’s death. The Jenningses were freed, but they lost custody of their two sons.




  Witchcraft fever flared up in Hartford and surrounding towns in 1662. In that year alone, nine people were tried for witchcraft—and four were found guilty and sent to the gallows.




  That eruption was touched off by the accusations of an eight-year-old girl. Elizabeth Kelly of Hartford suddenly was taken ill with pains in her abdomen and shortness of breath, which she claimed were caused by an invisible assault by Goodwife Ayers. The child, crying out that Ayers would kill her, begged her father to chop off Ayers’s head. Although this sounds similar to the later events in Salem, in which girls experienced painful fits that they accused others of inflicting by diabolical, invisible means, there was no chance Elizabeth Kelly was pretending. After several days of torment, the little girl died.




  The child’s deathbed accusation weighed heavily against Ayers. The first-ever autopsy in Connecticut was performed on Elizabeth Kelly in an effort to learn the truth, but it shed no additional light on what caused the child’s death. Goodwife Ayers and her husband, watching the case against her grow ever more damning, fled to another colony, beyond the reach of Connecticut law.




  The next victim was Mary Sanford of Hartford. Although both she and her husband were tried for witchcraft, only Mary was convicted and sent to the gallows.




  Another young Hartford woman, Anne Cole, claimed she was being physically tortured by witchcraft. Anne named names: Rebecca Greensmith, described by a local minister as a “lewd, ignorant and considerably aged woman”; Elizabeth Seager; and Judith Varlett.




  Both Rebecca Greensmith and Nathaniel Greensmith, her third husband, were hauled into court on witchcraft charges late in 1662. Nathaniel Greensmith maintained his innocence, but Rebecca confessed to being a witch. She admitted that she participated in sex with Satan himself. One night, testified Mrs. Greensmith, she met under a tree on the South Green in Hartford with what she implied was a group of witches, including “James Walkley, Peter Grant’s wife, Goodwife Ayres, and Henry Palmer’s wife, of Wethersfield, and goody [goodwife] Seager.” They danced and drank wine.




  Mrs. Greensmith accused her husband of witchcraft as well. Nathaniel Greensmith frantically denied his wife’s stories of his rendezvous with mysterious animals in the woods, of his demonstrations of superhuman strength, but in vain. Both husband and wife were found guilty. The Greensmiths were thrown in jail with another convicted witch, Mary Barnes of Farmington. All three met their end on the gallows on January 18, 1663.




  As in the case of the Jenningses in Saybrook, not everyone accused by Anne Cole or Rebecca Greensmith was found guilty of witchcraft. In 1663 Elizabeth Seager of Hartford beat the rap twice, despite testimony that she was observed to fly, was spotted dancing around a cauldron with two suspicious creatures, and spoke in strange, mysterious ways. Tried yet a third time for witchcraft in 1665, Seager was found guilty, but her conviction was reversed, and she was set free.




  Other accused witches found it prudent to follow the example of William and Goodwife Ayers and get out of Connecticut while they still had the chance. Judith Varlett, mentioned by Rebecca Green-smith, spent time in jail but was never charged, and she left Connecticut after being released. Henry Palmer of Wethersfield and his wife, Katharine, one of the women named by Rebecca Greensmith, also found themselves under official investigation for witchcraft. They managed to avoid prosecution, and eventually the family moved to the relative safety of Rhode Island. James Walkley of Hartford, yet another person accused by Rebecca Greensmith, was investigated for witchcraft; he jumped bail and fled to Rhode Island.




  During the remaining decades of the century, more than a dozen additional people were charged with witchcraft in Connecticut, but none were executed. The hysteria that infected Salem, Massachusetts, in 1692 was reflected in a spike of eight witchcraft accusations made the same year in southern Connecticut, five of them in Fairfield. Two of the Fairfield accused, Mercy Disborough and Elizabeth Clawson, underwent, at their request, the controversial “water test,” in which the accused was bound hand and foot and thrown into a pond. It was a potentially no-win situation. If the suspect floated, this was interpreted as the pure water rejecting the corrupted body of a witch. If the suspect sank, it was considered evidence of innocence. This latter finding, however, was helpful only if the accused, trussed up at the bottom of a pond, was rescued before she drowned.




  Despite their claims of innocence, both women floated. But when a special court of ministers took up the case, they dismissed the water test as “unlawful and sinfull” and therefore useless as evidence. Elizabeth Clawson was acquitted of the witchcraft charges, one of the strongest arguments in her favor being a statement signed by more than seventy-five individuals who knew her and had the courage to attest that she had been “sivil and orderly towards others.” Disborough was not so fortunate as to have that volume of support and was found guilty and condemned to death. Her sentence was delayed until the next meeting of the General Court, and she was ultimately granted a permanent reprieve.




  There are almost as many theories about what was truly behind the seventeenth-century New England witchcraft accusations and trials as there were victims. Some possible explanations put forth include fear and suspicion of strange, eccentric people, usually but not always women, living on the fringes of mainstream society; hallucinations caused by eating rye bread containing the fungus ergot; long-festering resentments between different factions in a community; political unrest that spread great fear among the populace; and people settling old scores or trying to move up on the backs of others.




  Whatever the cause or causes, Connecticut soon abandoned the belief that witchcraft was a legal offense. The law making witchcraft a crime was removed from the books by 1750.




  REFUGEES FROM ROYAL REVENGE - 1660‒1689 -





  SEVENTEENTH-CENTURY CONNECTICUT WAS the playing field for a deadly game of cat and mouse in which agents of the king of England pursued three of the men responsible for beheading the monarch’s father. For decades the regicides—“killers of the king”—eluded the royal hunt, thanks to the help of prominent leaders and ordinary citizens from Hartford to Guilford to New Haven to Milford.




  William Goffe, Edward Whalley, and John Dixwell were among the fifty-nine signers of the death warrant that sent England’s King Charles I to the chopping block in 1649 on charges of high treason. For the next decade England was a commonwealth, whose government was dominated by Puritans, of whom the Lord Protector Oliver Cromwell was the most powerful.




  But the commonwealth didn’t long survive Cromwell’s death in 1658. In the spring of 1660, Charles I’s son, who had escaped to continental Europe following his father’s execution, agreed to return to rule England as King Charles II.




  The king and Parliament pardoned those who had committed offenses during the long period of bloody turmoil through which England had just passed—except the regicides. Eight of the signers of Charles I’s death warrant who fell into his son’s hands were executed by hanging, drawing, and quartering, the grisly punishment reserved for traitors. This gruesome procedure began with hanging the condemned man but cutting him down while he was still alive, then castrating and disemboweling him and burning his organs in front of him, and finally beheading him and hacking his corpse into four pieces. The head and body quarters were distributed to different areas of England to be put on public display as a warning to any who might contemplate treason.




  Whalley, Goffe, and Dixwell saw the bloody writing on the wall for the regicides in time to escape. All three would eventually seek refuge among fellow Puritans in New England.




  On May 14, 1660, Whalley and Goffe sailed from England under assumed names. They arrived in Boston on July 27 to a warm welcome that cooled toward year’s end when news reached Massachusetts that they were wanted men with a royal bounty on their heads. In February 1661 they left Boston and traveled for nine days across more than 140 miles of wilderness to reach New Haven, then the nucleus of a colony of the same name. The New Haven Colony was an entirely separate entity from the Connecticut Colony, which was centered around the Connecticut River towns of Hartford, Windsor, and Wethersfield. Both colonies were subject to the English Crown.




  The New Haven Colony was the purist of the Puritan settlements in New England. Whalley and Goffe were housed as honored guests in the home of the colony’s founding father, the Reverend John Davenport.




  Not three weeks passed before news that King Charles II had issued a proclamation for the regicides’ arrest reached New Haven. To shield Davenport from royal revenge for harboring them, Whalley and Goffe set off for Milford, nine miles west of New Haven, to create the impression that they were heading for the Dutch settlement of New Amsterdam, today’s New York City. That night, however, they secretly returned to Davenport’s house, where they hid for a month.




  On April 28, 1661, King Charles’s order to capture Whalley and Goffe for “the execrable murther of our Royal Father” arrived in Boston, and the search for the regicides intensified. But secret warnings from supporters enabled Whalley and Goffe to stay ahead of the manhunt—sometimes barely one step ahead.




  By April 30 Whalley and Goffe knew about the king’s order. They moved from Davenport’s house to another New Haven dwelling.




  The governor of the Massachusetts Bay Colony commissioned two men to find the regicides and take them into custody. These commissioners arrived at the Guilford home of William Leete, acting governor of the New Haven Colony, on May 11. Before the day was over, a messenger had covered the eighteen miles from Guilford to New Haven to alert Whalley and Goffe of their danger. The regicides took refuge in yet another hiding place, a mill about two miles west of New Haven.




  Acting Governor Leete stalled the commissioners in order to give Whalley and Goffe as much time as possible to escape. Leete either dragged his feet in filling the commissioners’ requests for assistance or claimed he lacked the authority to act. By the time the commissioners finally reached New Haven on May 13, Goffe and Whalley had fled to the forest for safety.




  Leete and the New Haven Colony magistrates proceeded to play a perilous game. They made a show of “cooperating” with the commissioners while actually hindering their search with bureaucratic roadblocks and red tape. The frustrated commissioners accused Leete and his fellow officials of wanting the regicides to get away and cautioned them that “his sacred Majesty would resent such horrid and detestable concealments and abettings of such traitors and regicides.” The commissioners reminded the colonists that the penalty for concealing or helping a traitor was the same as that for the traitor himself: hanging, drawing, and quartering. They threatened the continued survival of the entire New Haven Colony. At the same time, they also offered substantial rewards for information about the regicides’ location.




  But all the commissioners’ bluster and bribes failed to ferret out Whalley and Goffe’s whereabouts. After two fruitless days of searching, they moved on to look for the regicides in New Amsterdam. The day after the commissioners’ departure, Whalley and Goffe moved to yet another new hiding place: a cave atop the hill on the Hamden–New Haven border, which is today called West Rock.




  In the middle of June, Whalley and Goffe heard rumors that Davenport was still suspected of concealing them. Determined that he should not suffer for helping them, the regicides decided to surrender to the authorities. They left their cave and went into New Haven to turn themselves in, but friends were able to change their minds before officials, moving deliberately at a turtle’s pace, could get around to arresting them.




  By the end of August, the commissioners had given up their quest and sailed from New Amsterdam back to Boston. With the heat off, at least temporarily, Whalley and Goffe felt they could risk leaving their cave for the more comfortable refuge of a private home in Milford. There they stayed for more than two years, rarely daring to step outside the house.




  In England, rumors circulated that Whalley and Goffe were in Belgium or Switzerland or Holland, or even that they had been killed. But King Charles remained unconvinced. When in 1664 he dispatched representatives and a force of 450 soldiers to assess the status of the New England colonies and conduct negotiations with the Dutch at New Amsterdam, he also instructed them to continue the search for the regicides.




  The royal representatives’ route from Boston to New Amsterdam took them right through Milford, where Whalley and Goffe were residing. The regicides returned to the West Rock cave. On October 13, 1664, they struck out, traveling only at night, until they reached the town of Hadley, more than seventy-five miles to the north on the Massachusetts frontier. There they hid for the next decade in the house of the Reverend John Russell.
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twenty-five events that shaped the Nutmeg State

Diana Ross McCain





OEBPS/Images/frn_fig_004.png
e
To buy books in quantity for corporate use
or incentives, call (800) 962-0973

or e-mail premiums@GlobePequot.com.
L —






