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GETTING ACQUAINTED WITH OUR ANCESTORS

By C. F. Niebuhr. Talk given before
Austin Genealogical Society, July 27, 1983

When Mrs. Niebuhr and I started our work in genealogy our plans
were to prepare a pedigree chart for our grandchildren and trace their
ancestors to the time they came to America. My family was rather
easy to trace as all of my grandparents were born in Europe and three
of them came to Texas as small children. One grandmother was only
six months of age when she landed with her family in Galveston on
January 1, 1847. Her husband-to-be was on the same ship and was two
years old. : ‘ -

However, the tracing of the ancestry of my children's mother was
another thing. Her ancestors started arriving in America in 1607 at
Jamestown, many of them coming to early Virginia and almost all of
them before the American Revolution. As a result, most of our work
has been in Colonial Virginia, with some in the Carolinas, Maryland,
Pennsylvania, and then on to Tennessee, Kentucky and Mississippil.

Getting acquainted with our ancestors takes a lot of looking
and it becomes necessary for us to learn more about the history, eco-
nomics, and social customs of the times in which we are interested.
We can do this by reading wills, deeds, court orders, pension appli-
cations, family genealogies, and diaries, as well as general his-
tory. Since most of my genealogical research has been in Colonial
Virginia records, the items I will discuss tonight will be from
that area and time period.

First, I want to read you an amusing excerpt from a Court Order:

The King vs John Enock and Cornelius Anderson, Indictment

Evidences [witnesses]: John South, Benjamin Drake, Geo. Smith Esq,
Jacob Randall, Rebecca Enock and William Anderson

Charge: Guilty of Killing the Hogg

From the above, I just don't know what it was about. Was it
someone's hog or were the laws made to prevent the killing of any
livestock that could reproduce? I do know that it was sometimes a
violation of the law to kill any animal that could have offsprings.
It was the duty of all to reproduce. [Ed. note: How did Virginia
get the reputation for delicious ham if they could not kill hogs?]

Our ancestors were humans just as we are. They were all dif-
ferent and had many of the same faults as well as virtues that we
have. It is fun to learn about them, how they lived, how they got
along with others, and sometimes even to find out what they looked
like. What were the relations between men and women and what rights
did each have? One of the most interesting aspects of early colo-
nial times were the rights, or rather the lack of rights, of the
women. : o

In colonial days it was the Christian duty of a woman to marry
and to produce children. They took the biblical mandate to "Be
fruitful and multiply" seriously. Early marriages of women were
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usual. Marriages at the age of 15 were common. A spinster (any un-
married woman over the age of 20 was considered a spinster) was looked
upon with disrespect and suspicion. Also, education of a woman was
thought to be unnecessary--most could not even sign their names. How-
ever, this was true of many men. Most instruments, such as wills and
~deeds, were dictated to and written by clerks who spelled the names
phonetically and as a result spellings of names frequently differed..
In fact, I found one ¢ld instrument where the same name was spelled
three different ways in that same instrument. Also, the handwriting
was very difficult to read and mistakes were made in copying names.
Let us not get confused and think that our ancestors in any family
all spelled their names the same way. I know of an instance in a
DeWitt County, Texas cemetery where brothers are buried in adjoining
plots with the name on one gravestone spelled STEVENS and on the other
STEPHENS. [This could be a stonecutter's error, of course. ]

Marriages were an economic necessity as well as a duty. ©No man
with small children could exist without a wife, and a woman with chil-
dren but without a husband was in a really bad situation. This re-
sulted in what today would seem like rather quick marriages after
the death of a spouse. Sometimes the mourning period would be only
a week or two. This was not because of disrespect or lack of love
for the deceased, but an economic necessity. It was not unusual for
the child of a woman's second marriage to be given as a first name
the surname of her first husband. If a man died and his wife re-
married (which was usual), more often than not when she died she
would be buried beside her first husband. I recently read a will in’
which a married woman specified that she was to be buried beside her.
first husband. Now a will made by a married woman was most unusual
but in this instance, before her second marriage, her husband-to-be
executed an agreement that he would not take possession of or inter-
fere with the management of her property.

The mortality rate among the immigrants from disease, starva-
tion and Indians attacks was 85%. That is.seven out of eight. On
March 22, 1622, about 30% of the settlers in Virginia was killed by
the Indians. The to0ll would have been even higher and probably would
have stopped the settlement of Virginia for a time had not one In-
dian youth who lived with Richard Pace warned his master and benefac-
tor the evening before the planned uprising. With this warning,
Richard Pace was able to save his own family and to row across the
James River to Jamestown and warn the governor. This story is still
included in the Virginia history books used in elementary schools.

Titles of men and women were interesting. Plain John Doe was
just an ordinary person; Mr. John Doe was a man of some importance;
John Doe, Esquire was a man of some position or profession; and John
Doe, Gentleman, was more prominent and usually a large landowner.

Sir John Doe was a man who had been knighted by the king or inherit-
ed the title. When a widow of John Doe, Gentleman, later married
Richard Roe who had only the title of Mr., she could and frequently
did retain the name of her first husband. She would be Mrs. John
Doe, wife of Richard Roe. The title of Miss was not used and the ti-
tle Ms. was not even dreamed of. The designation Mrs., an abbrevia-
tion of Mistress, was used for any woman or girl who was the wife or
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daughter of a man entitled to the appellation of Mr. or higher. I
have seen an epitaph from a gravestone where the title Mrs. was ap-
plied to a girl who died at the age of one year. Just because you
find a woman with the title of Mrs., it does not mean that she was
or had been married. :

Divorce was almost unthinkable, but it did occur. Sometimes a
man would run off with another man's wife and leave the Colony. The
courts, which were usually a part of the Church in morality cases,
took a very dim view of adultery. If a woman gave birth to a child
out of wedlock she was usually punished and the child apprenticed
out until he or she became an adult. However, there was generally
no stigma attached to the child. In some cases the father would:
acknowledge his child and see that he or she was properly reared.

Benjamin Franklin had an illegitimate son who was reared in
their home by Franklin and his wife. He was sent to England for
his education and became such a loyal subject of the King that
during the American Revolution he was the Royal Governor of New
Jersey. His son, Franklin's grandson, also reared in Franklin's
home, became an American Patriot as was his grandfather. Alexander
Hamilton, one of our true patriots and a colonel on the staff of
General George Washington, the Hamilton who led the assault on
one of the redoubts at Yorktown and later became our first Secre-
tary of the Treasury, whose picture appgans on - our teriséellan~T
bill--was the child of unmarried parents.

In learning about our early ancestors as we read the wills
and deeds that they executed and excerpts from the court proceed-
ings, we find many items that seem strange to us today. The lack

- of rights for women may strike us as incredible. However, they

were protected and in most cases loved and treated with considera-
tion and respect by their men. 'But when a woman married, all of
her personal property became the property of her husband, includ-
ing her personal jewelry, her clothes--and her debts! She did re-
tain some rights in ownership of land, which was her dower right,
usually one third. You will find many instances where a wife has
joined in a deed with her husband for the sale of land, or in other
cases executing a separate instrument relinguishing her dower
right to land that her husband was about to sell. It is not un-
common to read in a will that a husband leaves or lends personal
property to his wife. Without such a provision, under the laws
then in force, 1t was quite possible for a son of the deceased
man to actually own the clothes on his mother's or step-mother's
back. However, I don't think that the widow was often dispos-
sessed. In most cases, the husband left property, both real and
personal, to his widow "during her life or widowhood." Frequent-
ly he would use the word lend rather than leave. To leave proper-
ty to a widow during her 1ife or widowhood may seem strange but,
because of inheritance and estate tax laws, we today frequently ..
find where a man or woman will leave his or her property as a
life estate to or in trust for the benefit of his spouse rather
than in fee simple.

One thing that such a provision did was to make certain that
when a widow remarried (and she usually did), her new husband
would be able to take care of her; it discouraged fortune hunters
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from marrying a widow for her wealth. Maybe that was a good idea.
Mistreatment of a wife was a serious offense and the punishment was
sometimes severe. It was not unusual in such circumstances for the
courts to allow the wife to leave her husband but require the husband
to support her and the children.

It seems that women were treated as second-class citizens---if-
you could even call them citizens. They could not vote: but that
privilege did not become available in America until the 20th Century,
during the lifetime of some of us here. However, there are several
instances of independence among women. In Marj:}and there was one
"Margaret Brent, Gentleman.” She was a true spinster as she never
married. She became quite wealthy, was a large landowner and as such
"was entitled to the title of Gentleman, which she did use, and a seat
in the Maryland Assembly or House of Burgesses. Although she could
not vote in a regular election, she insisted that she be allowed to
vote in the Assembly. This insistence created quite a stlr. When
Governor Calvert was required to leave Maryland for a time, he gave
her a power of attorney to see about his affairs. She was an astute
businesswoman, kept his fortune intact and is credited with holding
the Maryland government together until his return. In his will he
named her his executrix.

My favorite colonial heroine is Sarah Harrison who at the age
of 17 was to be married to the Rev. James Blair, the head of the
Church of England in Virginia and later the founder and first pres-
ident of William and Mary College. Sarah refused to say "obey" in
the marriage ceremony. When the minister got to that part of the
service she said "NO OBEY." He started the ceremony over from the
beginning and for a second time she said "no obey." He started over
a third time and for the third time she said the same thing, but he
proceeded to marry them anyway. Her family was opposed .to the mar-
riage because Dr. Blair was over 40 years of age. The marriage ap-
parently was a happy one, for when Dr. Blair died, having outlived
her by about 15 years, he was buried beside her in the Jamestown
Churchyard. The people at Jamestown will show you where they were
buried and tell you the story of the "Mo*ther-ir.~-Lzw"” tree that grew
up between their graves and finally succeeded 1in separatlng them.
Sarah's independence and willingness to take action in support of
her beliefs must have been a family trait. One of her great-nephews
signed the Declaration of Independence and two of his descendants
became presidents of the United States. Incidentally, Sarah had no
descendants but I think that any of us would be proud 1f we could
include her in our ancestor list.

I do want to read an excerpt from what one man wrote about his
parents:

They were married on the 10th day of December in 1766 The
whole of my father's property at that time consisted of his
clothes, a house and a good rifle gun. My mother had her
clothes, a bed well-stocked with blankets and rugs, a cow and

calf and a young mare with which they started out cheerfully
and happy.

The man who wrote this was the eighth child of this marriage.
He became very prominent. He was an officer in the Kentucky militia
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in the War of 1812 and led his troops in the charge that was the tur-
ning point in the Battle of the Thames in Canada. His history of
The Late War in the Western Country is today considered the best ac-
count of the War of 1812 west of the mountains. He later became the
Ad jutant General of Kentucky, the Lieutenant Governor of Kentucky,
held high diplomatic positions with the United States government in
South America, and was a Visitor to West Point. His father was a
soldier in the American Revolution and an early settler of Kentucky.
He was the man who settled the dispute between Harrodsburg and
Boonesboro as to which was the oldest white settlement in Kentucky.
Having been involved in both settlements, he stated that Harrods-
burg was the first. [Robert Breckinridge McAfee]

Usually wills were not made until a man was old and of the opin-
ion that he was terminally ill or that death from some source was
imminent. As a result, many died without wills; but if they owned

‘real property there was ugually an administration of record. With a

few rare exceptions, such as the one previously mentioned, the only
women who made wills were widows, because until the deaths of their
husbands they had no property to bequeath. Most wills were written
by a clerk rather than the individual. Only rarely do we find a
will actually written by the testator. Also, oral or death-bed
wills were common [nuncupative]. As I previously mentioned, the
clerks frequently misspelled names and many wills were signed by a
mark as the testator could not sign his or her name. [Ed. note:
This does not invariably mean that the testator was illiterate--
sometimes a man signed documents throughout his life but was so ill
and weak, or nearly blind, that he could only make a mark when he
finally dictated his will.] Today we refer to such a signature as
a man making his X. However, in colonial times many marks other
than X were used. Frequently a man would use the initial of either
his first or last name. John Doe might use either a J or a D as his
mark. Mary Doe would later use the letter M.

Here are some interesting excerpts from my collection of wills:

I will that my wearing clothes be equally devided between
my sons Thomas and John. My hat for Thomas provided he will
give his hat to John.

The will of Margaret Birkett who outlived two husbands, John
Pratt and Daniel French:

In the name of God Amen. I Margaret French being sick and
weak but of perfect sense and memory do make and ordain

this my last will and testament as follows:

Item: I give the plantation whereon I now live to my daugh-
ter Ann Pratt during her natural life and then to my son
Thomas Pratt and the heirs of his body.

Item: I give my daughter Ann Pratt my best bed, bedstead and
furniture and my chest of draws [sic].

And I give all the remainder of my estate of what kind soever
to be equally divided between my two sons and my daughter,
Burkett, Thomas and Ann Pratt and do nominate my two sons
Burkett and Thomas Pratt executors of this my last will.
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In witness whereof I have hereunto set my hand and seale

this 14th day of November, 1749. Her

Margaret (M) French
Mark

, It is to be noted that although her original surname was spelled
Birkett, the clerk in writing spelled her son's name Burkett. However,
in proving the will the name Birkett was correctly spelled.

From the will of Moses Thomas:

My wife Mary, while single, and my daughter Rachel, I allow
to live together, but if they should occasionally disagree
each can have their own fireplace under the same roof.

From the will of William Thompson signed December 11, 1770:

Granddaughter Martha Thompson, feather bed, furniture, etc.
now in her mother's possession and son William Thompson land
and plantation I purchased from Charles Jolley [?]. What my
son Charles Thompson owes is to be paid out of my estate.
Daughter Susannah Lee, 1 shilling and no more. Son Charles
Thompson, John Morehead's Bond for 8 pounds due me. I lend
my wife Agnes Thompson and son William Thompson all my estate
during wife's life or widowhood and at her death I give my
son John Thompson 30 pounds current money of Virginia and the
residue of estate to be equally divided amongst my 4 daugh-
ters, Elizabeth, Sarah, Lucy and Nancy Thompson.

The following is from the proceedings of a court in Charles City
County, Virginia, in a deposition by Robert Potter:

That being in the howse of Sarah Potter there met Mr. John
Coggin and William Wilkins, betwixt whom passed several words
of i1l and abusive language given to each other upon which
they fell to collering [grabbing], in which scuffle the sd.
John Coggin received a black eye and a scarr on one of his
lips. Further the sd. Wilkins lying upon the ground upon
John Coggin a dog of the house seized upon the leggs of Wm.
Wilkins and bitt him[,] the which wound John Coggin dressed
and -gave him medicine to carry with him.

In explanation I must tell you something about Dr. John Coggin.:
He was born in Scotland and trained as a surgeon. He came to Vir-
ginia about 1658 to practice his profession. Today we would call
him a feisty character, for he was frequently getting into fights and
the early court records are full of his actions. He was continually
either suing someone or being sued. However, from the above we can
see that he took his Hippocratic oath seriously.

The following is from another court case:

Joane Butler and Maria Drew got to quarreling one day. Naughty
words passed between them, a regular case of the pot calling
the kettle black. Edward Drew caused Joane's arrest and upon
trial she was sentenced to repeat a full and formal retraction
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verbatim after the Minister in Church between the first
and second lesson upon the sabbath or else be drawn across
King's Creek from one cow pen to the other at the stern
of a boat or canoe. She would not retract and was drawn
-racross the creek. Thomas Butler, Joane's husband, caused
Mary Drew's arrest and upon trial the same sentence was
meted out or else she was to undergo the same punishment
which Joane Butler suffered.

At the same court it was found that:

Robert Wyard stole a pair of pantaloons and was sentenced
to appear in Church during the whole time of worship for
three Sundays with a pair of Breeches tied around his
neck with the word thief written upon his back.

In Accomack County, Virginia in September 1641, the court held
as follows: '

It is ordered by this court that Elizabeth Starkey for her
offense of committing the act of fornication and adultery
and also for absenting herself and running away from her
master's service without his privity [knowledge] and con-
sent shall forthwith receive twenty stripes upon her bare
shoulders and to be cleared from standing in a white sheet
according to the Vestry.

Elizabeth was pregnant and the man responsible, Christopher
Gittings, was ordered to be held in custody by the sheriff until he
put up sufficient security for his appearance "when he shall there-
unto be called for his offense.”

To encourage immigration to Virginia and Maryland, a grant of
50 acres of land was made to anyone who paid the cost of his own or
anyone's passage to America. In one case a man received a grant
for 50 acres for the transportation of his first wife, 50 acres for
the transportation of his second wife, and 50 acres for the trans-
portation of "his now wife." He also received additional land for
the transportation of others. Later he married a widow who sur-
vived him. He had children by either his third or fourth wife--
which one is a problem I am working on.

We have all heard about "Kentucky Colonels." Well, they had
them in early Virginia, too. The colonial representative govern-
ment in Virginia consisted of an upper house called the King's
Council and a lower house, the House of Burgesses. This was pat-
terned after the House of Lords and the House of Commons in Eng-
land. The most prominent and wealthy citizens were appointed to
the Council by the King and the burgesses were elected by those who
were allowed to vote. Each member of the King's Council was en-
titled to be called Colonel. Also, every county had militia headed
up by a colonel. As a result, there were many colonels around.

In early records many persons were referred to as servants, but
the word had a somewhat different meaning from the modern one. A
servant may have been what we would consider a servant today, or he
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or she might have been a near relative or an apprentice learning the
homeowner's trade or profession. [Ed. note: Then again, he or she
may have been serving out a period of indenture (often seven years)
to pay for passage to America. Sometimes a ship's master would spec-
ulate by bringing a load of able-bodied men, preferably skilled ar-
tisans, to the New World and then auction off their indentures on
arrival. ] _ | _
Adam Thorogood, whose home in Virginia Beach is the oldest ma-
sonry house in the original thirteen colonies,;* was first referred to
as a servant. Actually his brother in England was a knight and his
family was very prominent. Adam soon became a large landowner, was
elected a member of the House of Burgesses and later appointed to the
King's Council. Finding an ancestor referred to as "servant" does
- not mean that he or she was of low estate, necessarily. Also, you
may find where an ancestor was exiled as a convict. That too may
not have been demeaning. Many of the so-called convicts had just
been on the losing side in European politics. After the Puritan
Revolution and the execution of Charles I, a large number of Royal-
ists fled to America. Some had been convicted and exiled for their
political choice. After Cromwell (and son) died and Charles II was
restored to the throne, many of the other side came over here. They
were leaders who had firm beliefs and were willing to stand up for
them. They (from both sides) made good citizens in America and were
real assets in the development of a new country. .

In closing, let me again suggest that you read the court records, -
wills, deeds, orphan court records, powers of attorney, pension ap-
plications, and diaries as well as formal histories. I feel sure you
will enjoy and be delighted with what you find.

*[Ed. note: In Emmie Ferguson Farrar's 01d Virginia Houses along the
James, p. 190-91, the picture caption reads: "Adam Thoroughgood House,
near Norfolk, the oldest brick house in America." The Norfolk

Branch of the Association for the Preservation of Virginia Antiquities
placed theron an inscription reading: "The House of Captain Adam
Thoroughgood. Built by him between 1636 and 1640. Believed to be

the oldest dwelling now standing in Virginia."” _

P T T S I #*  ® ¥ ¥ % % ¥ * ¥ ¥ 0% #® o #

ANNOUNCING CHANGE OF MEETING PLACE!

At the last gathering of Austin Genealogical Society
it was voted to hold future meetings in the Reception
Room of Austin History Center (810 Guadalupe) when
available. That is the old Central Library build-
ing, due north of the new building where we have

been meeting. Enter by the east door (Guadalupe
Street) and find the Reception Room inside the sec-
ond door on your right. Watch Newsletter for con-
firmation of this change. We have reason to hope
that we will not be pre-empted from this space.
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NOTICE FROM THE EDITOR about the following feature: Having
been advised to avoid eyestrain, I shall be unable to engage in pro-
longed reading of microfilm in the future. That means that this is
the last installment of census data for Mexican War veterans unless
someone cares 10 volunteer to read the microfilm of the census.

I'1l be glad to look for possibilities in the index and make a
card for each, showing the soldier's name and age, plus the county
and page number wherein he may be found.

Volunteers may call me (before 7 p.m., please) at 477-7313.

A COMMENT ABOUT AGE of soldiers vs. age on census two or three
years later: From time immemorial, young boys eager to enlist have
added years to their actual age, and older men have done the oppo-
site. And it is likely that some census takers were even less scru-
pulous about ages than recruiting sergeants, so we should not re-
ject census entries merely because ages do not exactly match.

TEXAS VOLUNTEER UNITS IN THE MEXICAN WAR 1846-48
Part 16

This unit of the U.S. Army enlisted for six months but none of
the men served that long in it. Only one company (Hill's) was as-
signed a letter (A) and reached Monterrey, Mexico. Capt. Benjamin F.
Hill had recruited his men at Bastrop and San Antonio, according to
Henry W. Barton's Texas Volunteers in the Mexican War, page 107.

Another source used to supplement the microfilmed Compiled Ser-
vice Records (National Archives Microcopy No. 278) is Harry McCorry
Henderson s Texas Fights, specifically "Texas Troops in the War with
Mexico.

On the following pages we continue our tabulation of service rec-
ords. An asterisk precedes ‘a soldier’s name if, on the 1850 Census
of Texas, a name identical or similar to his has been found. Census
data follows the service record table.

1lst TEXAS MOUNTED VOLUNTEERS (6 Months)
Col. John C. Hays, Commanding

Captain : Place of Recruitment No. of Men
Clark, Thomas W. ' Harrison Co 79
Crump, Wm. G. ' San Antonio?

Gillaspie, James - Montgomery Co 84
Gillet, James S. North Texas

Hill, Ben F. San Antonio (Co. A) 85
Long, John . North Texas

Muckleroy, David 79
Sims, Samuel W. " Red River Co 90
Smith, James Rusk Co 83
Snell, Martin K. Galveston? L3
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