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THOMAS HOOKER HIGH SCHOOL ESSAY CONTEST

Hartford's Ancient Burying Ground is not just
about monuments and gravestones.  Certainly
their preservation is important  because they

are memorials to those who founded Hartford, made
their lives here  and eventually passed on. They were the
builders of the communities we live in today.

To learn more about these people and their way of life
and  to bring the past to life and make it meaningful to a
younger generation,  the Board of Directors of the
Ancient Burying Ground  Association (ABGA) decided
to sponsor an essay contest for area high school students.
It was designated  "The ABGA Thomas Hooker High

The Thomas Hooker High School Essay Contest Award Luncheon was held on Saturday, May 6, at the Hartford Golf Club.
Essay winners attending the lunch are shown above with ABGA Chairman Shep Holcombe (second from left), ABGA President
Bob Hill (right) and keynote speaker Hartford City Councilman Jim Boucher. Essay winners (left to right) are Elisabeth Harvey,
Erin Feeney, Kaleisha Henry, Caroline Blanzaco, Amber Fabi, Yasmin Odowa, Carolyn Scully and Geraldine Rothschild.

School Essay  Contest.” The Essays would be 400-600
words in length and would be based upon the life and
times of someone buried in the cemetery.

Some 27 area high schools were contacted and 10 indi-
cated an interest in participating. (See page 4 for a list of
participating schools.)  Each participating school received
two reference books, "By Their Markers Ye Shall Know
Them" and "The Original Proprietors." They also received
suggestions as to other research aids and  helpful con-
tacts.

Schools could submit two essays from each grade  (9-

Please turn to page 4



whacked their way through the woods over loose stones
and fallen trees using compass and map. The field trip
was considered a success as the same number of Board
members that went into the woods came out.

Editor’s Note
Two articles about individuals buried in Hartford's Ancient Burying

Ground are included in this issue of Passages. This initiates an ongoing
series illuminating the lives of the people who lived and were laid to
rest in Hartford in its first 175 years. 

We welcome more articles from descendants or other interested par-
ties, whether brief anecdotes, bits of family lore and legend, scholarly
biographies, or genealogies. And we look forward to printing more
excellent papers written by high school students from the greater
Hartford area for ABGA's Thomas Hooker Essay Contest.
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Executive Board Members

Shepherd M. Holcombe  . . . . .Chairman
Robert L. Hill  . . . . . . . . . . . . . .President
Kenneth D. Johnson  . . . .Vice President
Frederick W. Sawyer  . . . . .Vice President
Anne Holcombe  . . . . . . . . . . . .Secretary
Raymond S. Nichols  . . . . . . . . .Treasurer
Board Members

Martha D. Flanders
Jon B. Harden
W. Harmon Leete
Jeffrey Marsted
Nancy M. Pexa
Thomas Seymour
Ty Tryon
Judith Wawro
Walter W. Woodward
Ex Officio Board Members

The Honorable Eddie Perez
The Reverend Richard Sherlock
ABGA Representative

Ruth Shapleigh-Brown

The ABGA has undertaken a new project to centralize information in
an electronic data base.  The current inventory of known head-
stones, numerous printed surveys and conservation repair reports

are electronically scanned into this database. 
This data base creates views of individual headstones by map/plot num-

ber, name, key dates, historical or architectural significance, condition of
the stone from surveys and lists in chronological order repairs and/or con-
servation work.  

The new ABGA data base will also include information on stone cutters,
historical notes as well as genealogy information. Answers to questions like;
what stone cutter carved what stones and which quarry did the stone come
from, who has military rank and what war or historical event was a current
event during the life a particular person? 

The working prototype data base is already being used to understand the
history behind numerous headstones and to help priortize and seek funds
for conservation work. The data base was quickly queried to determine who
may have been of age to serve during the American Revolutionary War. 

ABGA Goes High Tech

ABGA Board Takes Field Trip to Revolutionary Camp Site

Last September, seven members of the ABGA Board
of Directors, led by Ty Tryon, took a field trip to a
local colonial archeological site that parallels the

active period of the Ancient Burying Ground. 
Located on the east side of Talcott Mountain (a.k.a.

Avon Mountain) are remains of a Continental Army
campsite from the American Revolutionary War. This
camp site is very unusual in several ways: it's very tangible
evidence of the Revolutionary War close to Hartford and
is an undisturbed colonial archeological site.  Some of
the many camp fire pits are in such excellent condition
that a scout troop could quickly build a fire and start
cooking. 

In the book, From Colonial Parish to Modern Suburb, by
Nelson R. Burr, the author cites evidence that the camp
site also served as an army hospital.

The ABGA Expeditionary field trip included Bob
Hill, Shep Holcombe, Anne Holcombe, Nancy Pexa &
husband Joseph, Harmon Leete, Thomas Seymour and
Ty Tryon. Because the camp site is not accessible, no
blazed trails, the ABGA Expeditionary Group bush-

Nancy Pexa, Bob Hill, Ty Tryon and Harmon Leete explore the
Continental Army campsite on Talcott Mountain.



Two Hartford notables and honorees of the Ancient
Burying Ground Association recently departed this world.

Educator Edythe Gaines and legendary alto saxaphon-
ist Jackie McLean were both recipients of the ABGA’s
Thomas Hooker Award for their leadership and contribu-
tions to the Hartford community. Gaines died on March
23 and McLean passed away on March 31.

In Memoriam: Edythe Gaines and Jackie McLean

John Lenwood McLean, known simply as Jackie, grew
up in New York City’s Harlem where he became a world
renowned alto saxophonist.

He moved to Hartford in 1967 and began his second
career as an educator, eventually teaching African-
American history, music and culture at the University of
Hartford. He was the founder and artistic director of the
jazz program at the university’s Hartt School of Music;
the program was later named the Jackie McLean
Institute of Jazz. He also founded the Artists Collective
in Hartford with his wife, actress Dollie McLean.

The Artists Collective teaches music, dance, and visu-
al arts as a means of offering young people positive alter-
natives to the streets and instilling pride in their cultural
heritage. His legacy will live on through his dozens of
recordings, his many proteges, and in the continuing
good works of the Artists Collective.

McLean’s funeral, held on April 7, at the famed
Abyssinian Baptist Church in Harlem, was attended by
more than 1,000 family members, friends, students and
fellow musicians. His life was also celebrated May 17 in a
memorial service at the Artists Collective. He would
have turned 75 on May 17. 

The ABGA honored McLean and his wife Dollie,
with the Thomas Hooker award in 2002.

Former ABGA board member Edythe Gaines is pictured with
fellow Thomas Hooker Award recipient Charles Kaman (left)
and ABGA’s Fred Sawyer.

Dr. Edythe Pauline Jones Gaines was born in
Asheville, North Carolina, one of seven children. Her
father was an Episcopal priest and her mother a high
school teacher of English and Latin. Gaines earned a
B.A. from Hunter CoIlege of City University of New
York, an M. A. from New York University , and an Ed.D.
"with distinction" from Harvard University . She has two
sons and five grandchildren; her husband Albert, an elec-
tronic engineer, died in 1995.

Edythe was named Hartford 's first African American
superintendent of schools in 1975 after a distinguished
career in the New York City public schools system. From
1979 to 1991 Dr. Gaines served as a commissioner for
the State Department of Public Utility Control. In 1992
Gaines was named to the Board of Governors of Higher
Education and in 1995 was named to a four-year term as
a member of the Connecticut State Board of Education.
She has also served as chair of the Commission on
Ministry of the Episcopal Diocese of Connecticut and as
chair and chief executive officer of St. Monica's
Development Corporation. The ABGA honored her
with the Thomas Hooker Award in 1993.

Jackie McLean poses with daughter Melonae and wife Dollie
at the Thomas Hooker Award ceremony in 2002.
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Erin Feeney receives award from
Hartford City Councilman Jim Boucher

12) for consideration. Winners received
an award of $250 and finalists, $150.  All
participants received ABGA medallions.

Winning essays were selected by a diverse
panel of judges, including ABGA Board
members and other community leaders.
Awards were presented at an Awards
Luncheon attended by winners, finalists,
their teachers and parents. Award winners
and finalists are listed below. Outstanding
essays, including Erin Feeney’s essay
“Captain Israel Seymour and the Ascent of
the Lightning Rod” on the opposite page,
will be submitted to media sources for publi-
cation.

The ABGA is very appreciative of the
grants received in support of the contest
from Kaman Corporation, The Hartford
Courant and The Hartford Foundation for
Public Giving.

The ABGA considers the initial year of
the Contest a solid success and it is hoped
that next year, even more students and
schools will participate.

— Robert L. Hill

ABGA 2006 Thomas Hooker High School Essay Contest Awards
12th Grade
Winner: Caroline Blanzaco Wethersfield High School
Finalist: Amber Fabi Wethersfield High School

11th Grade
Winner: Erin Feeney Loomis Chafee School
Finalist: Elisabeth Harvey Loomis Chafee School

10th Grade
Co-Winner: Carolyn Scully Conard High School
Co-Winner: Yasmin Odowa Conard High School
Finalist: Geraldine Rothschild Hall High School

9th Grade
Winner: Kaleisha Henry Hartford Classical High School

Medallion Recipients
Kimberly Fisher Loomis Chafee School
Christian Rivera Hartford Classical High School
Keaboka Nyumbu Hartford Classical High School

2006 Essay Awards
Continued from page 1

(left to right) Hartford City Councilman Jim Boucher, Marty Flanders, 
Ellen Nichols, and Shep Holcombe.

Master of Ceremonies Bob Hill



Erin Feeney, Loomis Chaffee School, Grade 11

On August 14, 1784, in a shocking, violent dis-
play of nature, a single bolt of lightning devas-
tated the Hartford residence of Captain Israel

Seymour. Searing the darkened sky, the lightning struck
the chimney's capstone, shattered doors and rafters, and
smote the infelicitous captain. Two witnesses, Alderman
Bull and Ephraim Root, crashed to the ground from
electric shock. Unlike Israel Seymour, Bull and Root
soon recovered; however, Seymour's death, accentuating
man's mortality and the utility of Benjamin Franklin's
lightning rod, propelled the Hartford community into a
period of change.

Born in 1735, seventeen years before the lightning
rod's invention, Seymour was a respected member of his
community. Just as his father did before him, he
enrolled in the army and rose to the rank of captain. In
times of peace, Seymour provided for his wife and wid-
owed mother by selling earthenware and occasionally
lemons. According to a 1784 edition of the American
Mercury, he possessed a "very respectable character" and
held membership on Hartford's Common Council.1

Consequently, the news of Seymour's death, flooding the
local papers through the following November, shocked,
saddened, and baffled the Hartford community; the sud-
den death of such an esteemed individual raised ques-
tions about religion, man's relationship with nature, and
science.

In response to Seymour's death, one Hartford resident
wrote "perhaps there are not less than fifteen or twenty
persons…annually in this state destroyed by lightning, yet
the simple and cheap method of [protection]…is attempt-
ed in but very few instances."2 In the 18th century,
Franklin's lightning rod challenged conventional views of
lightning. Once considered God's weapon of vengeance,
lightning could now be tamed with a man-made device; it
was such "taming" that ignited fierce religious controversy.
Thomas Prince, a pastor of Boston's South Church, con-
demned the lightning rod as an attempt to escape divine
judgment, to avert God's lightning; according to Prince
and his followers, natural disasters were punishment for
such audacity.3 In 1755, Americans blamed the light-
ning rod for a Boston earthquake, and likewise, in 1760,
the inhabitants of Moravia blamed the device for
droughts.4 Even in France, a country which once hon-
ored Franklin with le chapeau paratonnere, "the lightning
rod hat," Franklin's invention lacked unanimous accept-
ance.5 As late as 1783, the year before Seymour's death,

M. Vissery de Bois-Vale went to court over his right to
erect a lightning rod; although Vissery won the case, his
neighbors hurled both their stones and angry words at
him, fearing that the rod would incur divine wrath, or, as
some scientists incorrectly theorized, attract more light-
ning to the neighborhood.6 In Connecticut, it took the
tragedy of Seymour's death to vanquish the fears and
doubts concerning the lightning rod.   

Shaken by Seymour's violent, unexpected death, many
Americans began to ponder their own mortality and vul-
nerability. As one individual wrote, Seymour was
"snatch'd at one blow from all that man holds dear, / Of
fortune, kindred, friends, of all bereft…"7 Clearly, even
the most admirable members of society faced great risk.
Some individuals began to question God's role in the
lightning tragedy. Recounting the storm of August 14,
one Hartford denizen wrote, "Each heart astonish'd
[looked] to heaven for aid…alas in vain."8 For the people
of Hartford, Seymour's death illuminated the need to
confront nature's threats, to protect their families
through the inventions of science. It was time to aban-
don a history of religious dogmas for the advancement
of society.

According to historian Philip Dray, Franklin's rod
transformed the weapon of God into that of the people,
so that lighting "appeared frequently depicting the power
of liberation against…polluted institutions."9 However,
it was not until Seymour's death that Hartford's citizens
finally recognized the lightning rod's virtue, truly con-
fronting lightning's threats. In his tragic death, Israel
Seymour gave life to the lightning rod and progress back
to the people.

Student  Essay
Conductor of Change: Captain Israel Seymour and the Ascent of the Lightning Rod

1. "Hartford," American Mercury, 16 Aug. 1784: 6. Archive
Americana. March 2006. http://infoweb.newsbank.com.

2. "Hartford," American Mercury, 16 Aug. 1784; 6. Archive
Americana. March 2006. http://infoweb.newsbank.com

3. Claude-Anne Lopez and Eugenia W. Herbert, The Private Franklin:
The Man and His Family (New York: W W Norton & Company, Inc.,
1975), 48.

4. Philip Dray, Stealing God's Thunder: Benjamin Franklin's Lightning
Rod and the Invention of America (New York: Random House,
2005),102, 154.

5. Dray, 141.

6. Dray, 157.

7. "Poetical Essay." American Mercury, 15 Nov. 1784. Archive
Americana. March 2006. http://infoweb.newsbank.com

8. Ibid.

9. Dray, 141.
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by Linda Smith

Hung for treason against
the State of
Connecticut in 1777,

Moses Dunbar has no head-
stone, and few know of his bur-
ial in the Ancient Burying
Ground. But, and as one author
put it, the end of his short life
was a “tragedy meant for a
poet’s pen”. 

Dunbar lived most of his life
in an area known as Chippeny
Hill, near the border of Bristol
and Farmington.  He married
young, just a few days short of
his 18th birthday, and in the
span of 12 years, he and his wife Phebe Jerome had
seven children together. They became members of the
Episcopal Church, against the wishes of his Presbyterian
father.  

In 1776, Moses suffered the death of Phebe and one
of their children. Also in 1776 the American colonies
declared independence from Great Britain and the
Dunbar family was divided in their loyalties.

Moses’ father John was a member of the Committee
of Safety and Correspondence, by all accounts a “flam-
ing rebel.” His brothers Aaron and Joel were also in the
Patriot army. Phebe’s father, Zerubbabel Jerome of
Bristol, was a Patriot and his sons Robert, Thomas and
Asahel served in the Continental army, the latter dying
in the service. There were other sons, however, who
remained loyal to England. Chauncey and Zerubbabel Jr.
were in the Hartford jail together as Tories in 1777. Two
of Phebe’s sisters also married Tories.

Moses left Chippeny Hill during the summer of 1776
and traveled to Long Island, a Tory stronghold. There he
met with General Howe and accepted a captain’s warrant
to serve in the British army. He returned to Connecticut,
intending to marry Esther Adams, who at 17 was 13
years his junior, and take her and his children back to
Long Island where they would be safe. He also planned
to enlist men and obtain horses for Great Britain.
Esther’s brother, John Adams, was one of those he tried
to enlist. 

Dunbar’s plan succeeded only insofar as he did man-
age to marry Esther, but his flight to Long Island and his
hopes for a new life with the children was not to be. He
was caught by rebels with the captain’s warrant in his

pocket and taken to the
Hartford jail, where he was tried
for high treason against the
state. On March 19, 1777,
Moses Dunbar was hung, “in
the presence of a large con-
course of spectators.” He was
the only man executed for trea-
son in Connecticut during the
entire Revolution. 

We know as much as we do
about Moses Dunbar because
he left behind a statement, his
“Last Speech and Dyeing
Wordes.” They speak eloquently
of a man who died a Tory
rather than betray his con-

science. Whatever one may think about his political
views, you cannot help but feel sympathy and respect for
such an eloquent and principled man. Selected extracts
from his “Dyeing Wordes” are below.

“I was born at Wallingford in Connecticut, the 3rd of
June, A.D. 1746. . . About the year 1760, my father
removed himself and family to Waterbury where, May ye
30th, 1764, I was married to Phebe [Jerome of Chippeny
Hill] , by whom I have had seven children.

“The first year of our marriage my wife and I, upon
what we thought sufficient and rational motives,
declared our conformity to the Church of England. My
joining myself to the Church occasioned a sorrowful
breach between my father and me, which was the cause
of his never assisting me but very little in gaining a liveli-
hood, likewise it caused him to treat me very harshly in
many instances, for which I heartily forgive him as well
as my brothers, as I hope pardon from my God and my
Saviour for my own offences. I likewise pray God to for-
give them through Christ.” [Dunbar’s father later offered
to furnish the hemp for a halter to hang him with.]

“From the time that the present unhappy misunder-
standing between Great Britain and the Colonies began,
I freely confess I never could reconcile my opinion to the
necessity or lawfulness of taking up arms against Great
Britain. Having spoken somewhat freely on the subject, I
was attacked by a mob of about forty men, very much
abused, my life threatened and nearly taken away, by
which I was compelled to sign a paper containing many
falsehoods.”

“I had now determined it possible to live peacable and

The Story of Moses Dunbar, Loyalist

Moses Dunbar’s American counterpart, Nathan
Hale, being hung by British troops.

Continued on next page



give no offence, neither by word nor deed. I made
some proposals of that kind to the Committee, offering
to enter into a voluntary confinement within the limits
of a farm, instead of which I was carried to New Haven
jail. But the sheriff and jailer both refused to receive me.
A few days afterward I was taken again, carried before
the Committee and by them ordered to suffer imprison-
ment during their pleasure not exceeding five months.
When I had remained there about fourteen days, the
authority of New Haven dismissed me. Finding my life
uneasy, and, as I had reason to apprehend, in great dan-
ger, I thought it my safest method to flee to Long Island,
which I accordingly did.

“But having a desire to see my friends and children,
and being under engagement of marriage with her
[Esther Adams] who is my wife, the banns of marriage
having been before published, I returned, and was mar-
ried. Having a mind to remove my wife and family to
Long Island, as a place of safety, I went there the second
time, to prepare matters accordingly. When there, I
accepted a captain’s warrant for the King’s service in
Colonel Fanning’s regiment.

“I returned to Connecticut, when I was taken and
betrayed by Joseph Smith, and was brought before the

authority of Waterbury. They refused to have anything to
do with the affair. I was carried to Farmington, before
Justice Strong and Justice Whitman, and by them com-
mitted to Hartford, where the Superior Court was then
sitting. I was tried on Thursday, 23rd of January, 1777,
for High Treason against the State of Connecticut. . .
and received sentence of death. The time of my suffering
was afterward fixed to be the 19th day of March, 1777.

“I cannot take the last farewell of my countrymen
without desiring them to show kindness to my poor
widow and children, not reflecting on them concerning
the method of my death.”

“Moses Dunbar, Hartford, March 18th, A. D., 1777.”
At the time that Moses was hung, Esther was preg-

nant with his child. That child was christened in Dec.
1777 at the Episcopal Church where Moses and his first
wife were members. His name was Moses Dunbar Jr.
Esther later married Chauncey Jerome and they had a
large family of their own.  They raised Moses’ children,
and though records are sparse, it is believed that he has
many descendants.

Article submitted by Linda Smith, Dunbar’s 6th great-grand-
daughter, of Nashville, TN, smit8698@bellsouth.net.
Referemces available upon request. Linda continues her research
and would appreciate additional information. She thanks
Nancy Pexa, geneaologist, for her detailed research and assis-
tance in helping write this article.

The brick terrace around the statue of Samuel Stone
will be laid this summer, hopefully at the end of June.
Near seventy bricks have been 'named,' and we look
forward to seeing them set in place.

We hope also to have the funds to include the brick
walkway from the Main Street gate to the terrace, as

well as two granite benches
Many thanks to the Community Court program of

Community Partners in Action for assistance in raking
and bagging the leaves in the Burying Ground, and to
Knox Parks Foundation crews for picking them up and
turning them to compost.

Volunteer Opportunities
The Ancient Burying Ground is a lovely downtown

park, filled with glimpses of Hartford’s past and 
introductions to the art and culture and individual
lives of 17th and 18th century Connecticut. The
Ancient Burying Ground Association seeks to pre-
serve and maintain this treasured historic site, and 
to support learning in connection with the cemetery’s
art and history.

Volunteer opportunities include:
• Education 
• Genealogical and historical research
• Gravestone preservation 
• Newsletter writing and production
• Please contact us at 860-228-1517, or 

abg_email@theancientburyingground.org

Contact Us
For more information about the 

Ancient Burying Ground Association, 
or to make a contribution, please contact us.

Please note the changes in our email, 
web site address and telephone number.

Telephone: (860) 233-6846    
Email: abg_email@theancientburyingground.org

PO Box 231257, Hartford, CT 06123-1257
www.theancientburyingground.org

Gifts of securities may be made through: 
William R. Peelle, Jr.

c/o Citigroup Global Markets, Inc.
Cityplace 1, 185 Asylum St., 21st Floor

Hartford, CT 06103--3405
860-275-0734

Report from the Grounds Committee

Moses  Dunbar
Continued from previous page
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Ancient Buying Ground Association, Inc.
Annual Meeting

Saturday, June 10, 2006, 9:30 a.m.
Center Church House, second floor

60 Gold Street, Hartford, CT
The purpose of the meeting is to elect officers 
and directors and take up business as needed.
After the meeting and refreshments, join Ruth
Shapleigh-Brown in the Burying Ground for a

tour or a look at maps from several eras of ABG
history; enjoy the sheep grazing and a hands-on

stone-carving demonstration. The ABGA is cele-
brating Connecticut Open House Day.

Free parking on Saturday       R.S.V.P. 233-6846

Annual Meeting to Participate in
Connecticut Open House Day 

Saturday, June 10, is Open House Day for arts and
cultural orgamizations in Connecticut.

The ABGA will offer free tours throughout the day
and information sessions on doing genealogical research.
Stone carvers will also be at the Burying Ground display-
ing art of early New England gravestone carving. Sheep,
which were used during the colonial period to keep the
grass mowed, will also be on hand — on loan from Auer
Farm.

The purpose of Open House Day is to give
Connecticut residents an opportunity to discover the
state’s many tourism attractions and cultural organiza-

tions. Free or  discounted
admission or other special
incentives will be available.

See www.ctvisit.com for
more information.

Ruth Shapleigh-Brown is available to give tours of the 
Ancient Burying Ground. To inquire, please call 

Anne Holcombe, 860-228-1517.




