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Micah Williams: Portrait Artist

A c k n o w l e d g e m e n t s

It has been my privilege to have met and worked with many Micah Williams enthusiasts, scholars, 
researchers, collectors, and museum professionals who gave their time and expertise over almost  
twenty years of research. At long last, Micah Williams is receiving his well deserved recognition as  
one of America’s finest portrait artists.

I thank the staff at Monmouth County Historical Association including retired Director Lee Ellen 
Griffith, Ph.D., Director Evelyn C. Murphy, Ph.D., Librarian/Archivist Laura M. Poll, Library Assistant 
Debra Carmody, Director of Development and Communications Laurie Bratone, Development Assistant 
Linda Snyder, and Education Coordinators Glenn May and Karen Grieco. I also thank Board President 
Claire Knopf and the Trustees of Monmouth County Historical Association. Trustee and  
Micah Williams collector Edward King, Jr., deserves special thanks for his support, time, and effort  
on behalf of this project. 

The Association’s twenty-two Williams pastel portraits have been expertly conserved at the Conservation 
Center for Art and Historic Artifacts in Philadelphia. I thank Soyeon Choi, Samantha Sheesley, and  
Joan Irving (now of Winterthur Museum). I also thank paintings conservator Fred Koszewnik for his  
work on the portrait of Micah Williams. 

Staff at museums, libraries, archives, and historical societies were helpful and enthusiastic in supporting 
my research. My thanks to American Folk Art Museum, New York, NY (Stacy Hollander); Buccleuch 
Mansion Museum, New Brunswick, NJ ( Judy Gennaro); Everhart Museum of Natural History, Science  
and Art, Scranton, PA (Nezka Pfiefer); Historic Hudson Valley, Pocantico Hills, NY ( Jessa Krick);  
Historical Society of Scotch Plains and Fanwood, Scotch Plains, NJ (Ginger Bishop and Connie Klock); 
Hugenot Historical Society, New Paltz, NY (Leslie LeFevre-Stratton); Memorial Art Gallery at the 
University of Rochester, NY (Monica Simpson); Monmouth County Park System, Lincroft, NJ (Cheryl 
Stoeber-Goff); New Jersey State Archives, Trenton, NJ (Joanne Nestor and Betty Epstein); New Jersey 
State Museum, Trenton, NJ (Margaret O’Reilly and Jenny Martin-Wicoff); Princeton University Art 
Museum, Princeton, NJ (Laura M. Giles); and Zimmerli Art Museum/Rutgers University (Donna 
Gustafson and Margaret Molnar).

Special thanks to Holmes Bailey, Susan and John Dominianni, Fran Goldstein, Mr. and Mrs. Henry 
Gulick, Vera and Pepi Jelinek, Jane Spangler, Mary Lou and George Strong, and Leslie and Peter  
Warwick. Thanks to Joseph W. Hammond for generously sharing his theories and files about Micah 
Williams over the years. John B. Williams and his daughter, Lalena Williams Faust, direct descendants  
of Micah Williams, generously shared their family’s history, for which I am grateful.

My heartfelt thanks to catalogue designer Karen Bright for her creativity and patience; Robert and 
Elizabeth McKay of McKay Imaging in Red Bank, NJ, for their superb photography; and Suzanne  
Salinetti and the staff at The Studley Press, Dalton, MA.

Finally, I could not have completed this project without the love, support, and encouragement of  
my husband, Marc, my daughter Erin, and my son Christopher. 

Bernadette M. Rogoff 
Curator of Museum Collections

Micah Williams: Portrait Artist

f r o m  t h e  p r e s i d e n t  o f  t h e  b o A r d  o f  t r u s t e e s

Folk art provides a powerful forum for individual self-expression. Seen over the centuries throughout 
the world, folk art reflects cultural identity through art forms of diverse groups – tribal, ethnic, religious, 
occupational, geographic, or age or gender based. As our global community becomes increasingly 
homogenized through modern technology, folk art is valued more than ever before because it offers  
an informed connection to our particular pasts.  

Micah Williams: Portrait Artist tells a story specific to a time and place, the new America of the nineteenth 
century. Micah Williams traveled extensively in and around Monmouth County during his years as a  
portraitist. This exhibition traces the transformation of the artist from his first career as a New Brunswick 
silver plater to traveling portrait artist, placing his work into the larger context of social change and 
American economic development. Bringing sixty-seven of Williams’ works together for the first time, 
the exhibition also offers viewers the opportunity to explore family relationships among the sitters.  
The clothing, furniture, backgrounds and props featured in the portraits allow us a glimpse into a prospering 
agrarian society.

Monmouth County Historical Association has embraced Williams’ work since the 1930’s. Between 1950 
and 1960, a certain Monmouth County resident, Mrs. Irwin Fearn Cortelyou, published four scholarly 
articles for Antiques magazine drawn from her research on the Williams portraits in the Association’s 
collection. Now, over fifty years later, the Association still holds the largest public collection of Micah 
Williams’ work. During the past twenty years, our collection has been under the care of Curator 
Bernadette Rogoff. Mrs. Rogoff has expanded the collection while enthusiastically researching the artist 
and his patrons. Under her stewardship, each pastel portrait has been conserved by the Conservation 
Center for Art and Historic Artifacts in Philadelphia.

The exhibition speaks to our mission of preserving and sharing Monmouth County’s history and culture. 
Funding for the project has come from public agencies, corporate sponsors and private donors. The 
New Jersey Historical Commission has provided support for the exhibition through a project grant; 
Monmouth County Arts Council and Freehold Savings Bank have funded the Picture YourSelf interactive 
educational display in our Discovery Room; and Donna and Marvin Schwartz have underwritten the 
exhibition catalogue. An anonymous private donor has generously matched all of these contributions.

On behalf of the Board of Trustees of Monmouth County Historical Association, I extend our sincere 
thanks and congratulations to all who have made Micah Williams: Portrait Artist possible. Our common 
appreciation for folk art has given us the opportunity to work together over many years. We look forward 
to welcoming you to this celebration of American folk artist Micah Williams. 

Claire M. Knopf 
President
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The early twentieth century was an exciting time for scholars in the fledgling 
American folk art field. Many researchers and collectors turned their attention to 
those artists who made their living traveling about, painting portraits of local residents 
in New England, the Mid-Atlantic region, and farther south. These itinerant folk artists, 
as they were described, had not attended formal art schools or received instruction 
from classically trained artists. Rather, they developed their own artistic skills through 
practice, enthusiasm, and perhaps a lesson or two from another folk artist.

Early folk art enthusiasts closely examined the products of these artisan painters and 
combed surviving records, paged through newspapers, court documents and census 
records, and uncovered valuable information. Artists such as Erastus Salisbury Field,  
Ammi Phillips, John Brewster, Ruth Henshaw Bascom, and William Matthew Prior 
became celebrated and recognized for their achievements as portraitists. Each folk 
artist had a distinct style that could be recognized and used to identify other portraits 
by the same hand.

Folk art experts became aware of a distinctive group of pastel portraits from Monmouth 
County, New Jersey. The artist had a vibrant and powerful talent. At first, the maker was 
identified as Henry Conover, based upon an inscription on one of the portraits which 
read “H. Conover.”  Beginning in the 1930s, Monmouth County Historical Association 
received portraits by Henry Conover into its collection, often from descendants of the 
original sitters. American decorative arts collector and Monmouth County resident Mrs. 
J. Amory Haskell (1864-1942) purchased six Conover portraits and donated them to the 
Association. By the late 1950s, Monmouth County Historical Association had amassed 
the largest public collection of this artist’s work. Many researchers and collectors, 
however, believed that the true story of this talented portraitist was yet to be uncovered.

In the early 1950s, after completing research on New York folk artist Ezra Ames, art 
historian and Monmouth County resident Irwin Fearn Cortelyou (1896-1997) became 
intrigued with the works of “Henry Conover” and began to investigate this shadowy 
artist. Studying handwritten inscriptions on several portraits, she discovered that the 
artist’s name was not Henry Conover but Micah Williams. Conover was the subject 
of the portrait bearing his name. In 1954, Cortelyou published the first of four articles 
for Antiques magazine, rescuing Micah Williams from many years of anonymity. (1) 
In 1959, Cortelyou tracked down and interviewed Anna I. Morgan, the artist’s great 
granddaughter. Miss Morgan confirmed her ancestor’s profession as a portrait artist 
and provided Cortelyou with several new pieces of information about Williams. She 
recalled that the artist made his own pastels, that he had first been a silver plater, and 
that he had moved to New York City later in life to learn how to paint in oils. (2)

Cortelyou’s research about the Micah Williams portraits in the collection of Monmouth 
County Historical Association led to the publication in 1974 of an article in the Associa-
tion’s scholarly quarterly Monmouth Historian. ( 3 ) She also completed a manuscript which 
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Archibald Robertson (1765-1835)

Brunswick, New Jersey 

Black ink on paper, inscribed July 1796 

7 ¹₂ x 12 ⁵₈  inches sight size

Monmouth County Historical Association: 

Gift of Stephen C. Clark, Esq., In Memory 

of His Father, Alfred Corning Clark, 1936 
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was related to Benjamin Williams (working 1788-1794), who was a silversmith in Union 
County in the town of Elizabeth. Benjamin was in partnership with clockmaker  
William J. Leslie (d. 1831). The firm of Leslie & Williams was active in New Brunswick, 
Middlesex County, New Jersey, beginning about 1796, and later had a shop in the 
Trenton area. (9) If Micah Williams had been related to this family, he may have 
received his training in metalworking here.

By December of 1806, Micah Williams was living in New Brunswick, Middlesex County, 
New Jersey. On Christmas Eve of that year, he married Margaret Priestly (1787-1863), 
daughter of John (1760?-1848) and Catherine Voorhees Priestly (?- 1846). (10) Margaret 
Priestly was the eldest of eight children, and three of Micah’s and Margaret’s sons were 
named after her father and brothers. Margaret and Micah began their family within a 
year of their marriage, welcoming Eliza in October of 1807, Catherine in late December 
of 1809, and Arietta in April of 1812. (11)

Soon after his marriage, Williams went into partnership with his brother-in-law  
James Applegate Priestly (1789-1873). He did well enough to purchase a desirable  
house on Church Street in the heart of bustling New Brunswick for use as both  
home and silver plating workshop. (12) Existing records indicate that Williams did 
extensive work for local harness, bridle, and carriage makers. ( 13) Several of his 
customers were well-known silversmiths in New Jersey and New York City. (14) 
Williams was clearly a success in his chosen craft. Family history relates that he used 
a silver plating process that he had invented himself. ( 15) In March of 1812, Williams 
bought two shares of stock, at fifty dollars each, in the newly formed State Bank at 
New Brunswick. (16) Williams was clearly creative, inventive, energetic, and clever. 
He appeared to have his career well underway.

By 1814, however, Micah Williams’ early economic success was beginning to unravel. 
Like many New Jersey small businessmen, Williams was buffeted by upheavals in the 
young nation’s economy. The Embargo Act of 1807 and the Non-Intercourse Act of 1809 
had severely limited United States trade with Britain and France. International markets 
for American-produced goods were closed, while European sources of raw materials 
as well as finished products were not accessible. (17) In June of 1812, America declared 
war on Great Britain, bringing even further economic hardships to the residents of  
Middlesex County.

For at least a year, Micah Williams attempted to stave off his own personal looming 
economic disaster. He conducted a complicated series of property purchases and 
mortgages in an attempt to juggle his finances. (18) His debts to personal friends, 
business associates, and local stores mounted and remained unpaid. He even borrowed 

included her findings and a checklist of 129 portraits signed by or attributed 
to Micah Williams in preparation for an exhibition at Monmouth County 
Historical Association. (4) The exhibition was never produced. However, 
Irwin Fearn Cortelyou’s contribution to the field of folk art and portraiture 
was groundbreaking. Through her efforts, one of the puzzles regarding 
early American portraitists was solved.

In 1995, Monmouth County Historical Association instituted a new  
examination of Micah Williams with the ultimate goal of producing the first 
exhibition to celebrate the life and work of this most talented artist. Almost 
two decades of investigation into property deeds, tax lists, court records, 
newspapers, account books, and ledgers uncovered exciting findings about 
Williams. Two new pieces of information revealed that a personal economic 
disaster began Williams’ career as an artist, and that a sudden and powerful 
force of nature may very well have ended that same career. (5)

Micah Williams’ early years are shrouded in mystery. Based on the inscription 
on his tombstone, Williams was born sometime in or around 1782. There are 
several possibilities regarding his birthplace. He may have grown up in the 
Hempstead area of Long Island, in Queens County, New York.  A 1787 stock 
mark registry book from South Hempstead contains the registered earmark 
of a farmer named Micah Williams, possibly the artist’s father, dated circa 
1787. (6) Farmer Micah Williams appears listed on the 1790 Federal Census. 
The census included the name of the head of household only, with other 
family and household members mentioned within age and race categories. 
Under “Micah Williams” the household included one “Free white male of 16 
years & upwards,” which was the farmer Micah Williams; one “Free white 
male under 16 years,” which might have been the artist Micah Williams, at 
the time approximately eight years of age; three “Free white females,” one of 
whom may have been farmer Micah’s wife and the artist’s mother, and one 
person listed as “slave.” (7)

 An article in the 16 April 1823 Paterson Chronicle and Essex & Bergen Advertiser 
suggests that Williams was born in either Essex or Bergen County, reading 
in part “ . . . We cannot . . . omit to notice the professional talents of Mr. 
Micah Williams . . . who we learn is also a native of this county . . . ” (8) The 
term “native” might indicate that the artist lived there at the time but was 
not necessarily born there. Research up to this time has not confirmed Essex 
County as Williams’ birthplace. A third possibility may be that Williams 
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Micah Williams 

Margaret Priestly Williams 

Pastel on paper 

New Brunswick, New Jersey, circa 1825

Monmouth County Historical Association:  

Museum Purchase, 1980

Success and Failure
Early Years
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Micah and James, as Micah and Margaret named their 
seventh and last child, born in October of 1822, James 
Priestly Williams.

Williams was arrested and placed in the Middlesex 
County Jail as an insolvent debtor on 5 December 1814. 
Once in prison, one of the tasks of a debtor was to 
provide a list of creditors, but not all were able to do so. 
In 1814, thirty men were named insolvent debtors, but 
only nineteen were able to provide at least a partial list 
with amounts owed. A short survey between 1812 and 
1814 reveals the growing economic crisis facing many 
Middlesex County residents. In 1812, fifteen men were 
declared insolvent debtors owing a total of $3,527.74.  
In 1813, nine men owed a total of $9,340.82. In 1814, 
at least thirty men owed a total in excess of $29,000. 
The list that Micah Williams compiled included 123 
men and a debt of $5,456.75. For forty-seven of his 
creditors, Williams was unable to note exact amounts, 
so his actual debt was far in excess of the $5,456.75. A close look at the names 
of the creditors listed reveals that many of the creditors listed within these 
papers were themselves debtors, both owing and being owed. In the last 
days of December of that year, eleven men were incarcerated in Middlesex 
County’s jail as insolvent debtors, including Micah Williams. Three of the 
men appeared as creditors on Williams’ four-page list. (24)

Surviving court documents follow Williams and his humiliating experience 
as his case made its way through the New Jersey court system. While Micah 
Williams was not the only man to go through the onerous procedure of being 
declared an insolvent debtor, his experience was singular because of the 
number of people he owed and the amount of his debt. William’s creditor list 
of 123 men and businesses far surpassed that of any other debtor between 1812 
and 1814. The next largest debtor was William D. Joline, of the firm Joline 
& Morford, with ninety creditors. (25) Many of the amounts Williams owed 
were small: $3 to Jane Bar, $1 to George Wetsel, and $5 to Ephraim McKay. 
Other amounts were considerably larger: $86 to William Applegate, $250 to 
Bennet & Bishop, $255 to John Forman and $400 to his father-in-law John 
Priestly. The largest single amount listed in Williams’ papers was $1,300 to 
John Ten Brook, apparently for an unpaid property purchase or mortgage. 

The staggering level of Williams’ debt suggests that he was both liked and 
trusted. Williams seems to have had a wide circle of friends, acquaintances 
and business associates from whom he could borrow money, and who were 

$400 from his father-in-law. None of his efforts prevented his ultimate 
financial collapse. Williams desperately tried to avoid insolvency and the 
stigma which accompanied it. At that time, New Jersey debtor laws were 
exceptionally harsh. Creditors were able to punish their debtors through the 
seizure of personal property and imprisonment of the debtor for extended 
periods of time. 

There was a serious and overwhelming sense of shame felt by those who were 
incarcerated as debtors. Many believed that financial failure was an outward 
indication of some inner moral failing; a debtor was in prison because 
of moral weakness, bad habits, or a lack of energy or enterprise. (19) The  
New Jersey legislature consistently rejected any serious reform of existing 
debtor laws. Men were sent to prison for the nonpayment of what seem 
almost ludicrously small amounts. In 1813, for example, Middlesex County 
resident James Clark was imprisoned for a debt of thirty-four dollars. (20)

On 14 March 1814, New Brunswick residents John Ten Brook and Jacob D. 
Wyckoff petitioned the Middlesex County Court for a writ against Micah 
Williams. The writ noted that Williams owed Ten Brook and Wyckoff five 
thousand dollars, plus three dollars in court costs. (21)  Both Ten Brook and 
Wyckoff were as desperate to avoid economic ruin as Williams, as they were 
in imminent danger of being declared insolvent debtors themselves.

On 13  June 1814, Middlesex County Sheriff Abraham Van Arsdalen, 
accompanied by several deputy assistants, entered the Williams residence 
on Church Street and seized the property for nonpayment of debt. 
Williams and his wife, Margaret, then pregnant with the couple’s fourth 
child, watched as the sheriff and his men loaded their personal  belongings, 
including chairs, tables, fireplace equipment, a looking glass, and the beds  
of their  children into a wagon. Tools, supplies, and materials from Williams’ 
workshop were also seized and carried off. In addition to the smaller items, 
the sheriff and his men made note of a “riding chair” they took away. (22) In 
November of that year, in order to protect what was left of his partnership, 
Williams published an announcement in the local newspaper announcing 
the dissolution of the partnership with his brother-in-law James Applegate 
Priestly. (23) It would seem that there was no lingering ill will between 
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First page of Micah Williams’ creditor 

listing, dated 16 December 1814.  

Creditor John Ten Brook, one of the  

two men who swore out the original  

writ against Williams for nonpayment  

of debt, appears about halfway down the 

list, with the amount of $1,300  

owed by Williams.

Courtesy of the New Jersey State  

Archives, Trenton, NJ
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Detail, property seizure writ signed  

by Middlesex County Sheriff Abraham  

Van Arsdalen, dated 10 June 1814. 

Courtesy of the New Jersey State  

Archives, Trenton, NJ
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Notice of the dissolution of partnership 

between Micah Williams and  

James Applegate Priestly.  

Guardian or New-Brunswick Advertiser,  

29 December 1814. 

Monmouth County Historical Association: 

Library and Archives
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Debtors were required to sign or, in cases of illiterate debtors,  inscribe their “X” mark 
to, their creditor lists. At the bottom of the list of 123 men to whom he owed well in 
excess of $5,000, literally marking the end of his initially successful career as a silver 
plater, Micah Williams signed his name large and boldly, with a flourish beneath, almost 
as if he were anticipating his new career as a traveling portrait artist. 

After his release from prison, Micah Williams quickly embarked on a new artistic 
career. By the spring of 1815, he had begun to create pastel portraits of local residents. 
In the 15 July 1815 issue of the New Brunswick newspaper Fredonian, Williams’ name 
appears as having letters “remaining on hand at the Post Office, New Brunswick,” 
suggesting that within six months of his release, the former silver plater may already 
have been traveling for his new career. (29)

Williams joined the ranks of practicing artists  at a time when America was defining 
itself as a nation culturally and socially. Noah Webster, considered the father of 
American education, urged his fellow citizens, “Americans . . . you have an empire to 
raise and support by your exertions and a national character to establish and extend by 
your wisdom and virtues.” (30)  Micah Williams joined an active group of craftsmen 
and women on the roads of early nineteenth century America. A surprising number of 
men and women chose to make their livelihood by traveling in search of customers. 
During his travels, Williams would have encountered dancing and singing masters, 
preachers, lecturers, and peddlers selling everything from shoes to books, as well as 
menageries and circus troupes, all seeking continued patronage.

Family portraits, once available to only a small fraction of Americans, were in the first 
decades of the nineteenth century a desirable and affordable possession by those who 
had achieved economic success and could now afford such consumer goods. Patrons of 
traveling artists began to consider portraits as a visible and powerful representation of 
their achievement. (31) The desire of rural residents to add handsome family portraits 
to their homes resulted in early American art critic John Neal’s comment, “ . . . you can 
hardly open the door of a best room anywhere, without surprising or being surprised by 
the picture of somebody plastered to the wall, and staring at you with both eyes and a 
bunch of flowers.” (32)

It is challenging to identify the earliest Micah Williams portrait. The artist’s style 
remained virtually unchanged over the years, so portraits with a decade between them 
appear as if they had been done at the same time. In addition, very few are inscribed 
with specific completion dates. Out of 272 identified Micah Williams portraits, only 
eleven are inscribed with a month, day, and year of completion, while an additional six 
are inscribed with the completion year. 
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Micah Williams’ signature at the end  

of his four-page list of creditors. 

Courtesy of the New Jersey State  

Archives, Trenton, NJ.

willing to lend the money he requested or extend credit for goods and 
services. More than a few persons lent Williams considerable sums and then 
apparently waited for some time before pressing him for payments.  

Micah Williams’ creditor list reveals his social and political affiliations 
as well. Several names on the list were both Federalists and members of 
the Washington Benevolent Society. Considered America’s first political 
party, the Federalist Party was begun by Alexander Hamilton as a way to 
gather support for his economic policies. Many members were bankers 
and businessmen who supported the formation of a national bank, the 
placement of trade tariffs, and cordial diplomatic relations with Great 
Britain. Gradually, however, the swell of popular support for the War of 
1812 and its fight against Great Britain so severely damaged the Federalist 
Party that it never recovered its earlier political strength, eventually failing 
altogether in 1829. (26)

The Washington Benevolent Society was founded by New York Federalists 
in 1808. Members wore printed silk lapel ribbons and badges, many sporting 
George Washington’s image. Society members strongly opposed President 
James Madison’s foreign policies and for a time openly supported secession 
from the United States. (27) Micah Williams owed various sums to Abraham 
Blauvelt ($10), John Neilson ($5), and Nicholas Van Brunt (“unsettled”) all of 
whom were members of the Washington Benevolent Society and prominent 
New Brunswick residents. Nicholas Van Brunt was the owner of the Swan 
Tavern on Albany Street in New Brunswick. Van Brunt was one of the leading 
organizers of the Washington Benevolent Society and hosted its first meeting 
on 2 December 1811 at his tavern. He was instrumental in the construction 
of a meeting hall for the Society, which was formally dedicated on 4 July 
1813, with a parade, banquet, and speeches. John Neilson was a successful 
businessman, Federalist and Benevolent Society member. Abraham Blauvelt 
was editor and publisher of the Guardian or New-Brunswick Advertiser and was 
highly active in local politics. (28) Although it is unknown whether Micah 
Williams was a member of the Society, his association with known members 
makes it a possibility that Williams was also a member of this activist group.

Thirty-two year old Williams spent approximately two months in debtors’ 
prison. His property had been seized and auctioned, his and his family’s 
personal belongings were gone, and he had to find some way to rebuild 
his life and support a wife and four children, one of them a newborn baby.  
Under New Jersey debtor law, when Williams was released from prison in 
January of 1815, he was allowed to keep the clothes on his back and the backs 
of his family and ten dollars’ worth of the tools of his trade. There are no 
indications Williams ever practiced silver plating again.

A Second Career
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portraits. Monmouth County, founded in 1675, was a successful agricultural area. 
Part of the great Northeast “butter belt,” its rich farmland provided excellent grazing 
and climate for dairy cows. (37) Horse farms were also prevalent, and Monmouth’s  
proximity to the large city centers of New York and Philadelphia made it a prime  
location for growing a wide variety of crops, including vegetables and orchard fruits, for  
the city markets. (38) 

Many of Monmouth’s families were descendants of early Dutch and English settlers, 
who intermarried and mingled. Names such as Smock, Smalley, Schenck, Dubois, 
Denise, Van Mater, Conover, Longstreet, and Vanderveer appear in the names of 
identified portrait subjects. Williams had customers who were doctors, horse and dairy 
farmers, orchard growers, politicians, militia officers, storekeepers, silversmiths, 
potters, carpenters, and their wives and children. Between 1818 and the end of 1821, 
Williams produced well over sixty portraits of Monmouth residents. The majority of  
his patrons lived in and around Freehold, Middletown, Marlboro, Shrewsbury, 
Matawan, and Manalapan.

As did many itinerant artists of his day, Williams relied heavily upon the “family web,” 
family members recommending the work of a particular portrait artist to other family 
members and friends in order to provide additional customers. Family connections  
were a powerful marketing tool as well as a vital economic necessity for an artist to 
remain successful. (39) A study of relationships among many of Williams’ subjects 
reveals complex familial interconnections. Some of the portraits of related family 
members span years, providing Williams with a relatively steady flow of patronage.   

It is possible that Williams relocated with his family for a time to Monmouth County, 
possibly in or near Freehold or Marlboro, to take advantage of his commissions.(40)  
Two of his seven children did not appear in the baptism records of the New Brunswick 
First Presbyterian Church. Fourth child Henry, born in 1814, is absent from church 
records, most likely due to the profound disruption of family life due to Micah’s 
financial collapse. Fifth child John’s 1816 baptism appears in church records. Sixth child 
Ralph’s birth in 1820 was not mentioned in the records. This suggests that the family 
was living elsewhere at the time. Seventh child James Priestly’s baptism in 1822 was 
recorded in Presbyterian Church records, indicating the family was again in the New 
Brunswick area. (41) 

In addition to Micah Williams, there was at least one other itinerant artist working 
in Monmouth County between 1818 and 1821. Artist James Martin, who emigrated 
from England in about 1794, advertised his artistic skills in New York and New Jersey 
newspapers and worked in New York City from 1797 to about 1820. Surviving inscrip-
tions on two recently discovered portraits by Martin place him in western Monmouth 
at the same time that Micah Williams was producing numerous portraits of eastern and 
central Monmouth’s residents. The inscriptions on the portraits of western Monmouth 
County businessman and gentleman farmer Samuel G. Wright (1781-1845) and his son, 

One of the earliest dateable Williams portraits is that of Young Boy with 
a Diploma (Catalogue No. 1). Based upon the newspaper lining used as a 
secondary support sheet, this portrait appears to have been completed 
sometime after 5 September 1815. The accomplished appearance of this early 
portrait suggests that Williams had a talent for draftsmanship which he  
may well have developed by producing sketches or drawings of planned 
work for silver plating customers. 

At the start of his new livelihood, Micah Williams would have found 
American efforts in art education being developed. Brothers and artists 
Alexander and Archibald Robertson were at the forefront of this trend 
and nearby. Archibald Robertson (1765-1835) wrote the first American 
published art instruction book, Elements of Graphic Arts. He also started 
the Columbian Academy in New York City, the first American art  
instruction school. Open to men and women alike, the school offered 
classes in “drawing of heads, figures, landscapes, flowers, patterns for 
sewing, architecture, perspective, &c.” The school closed in 1823 when 
Robertson retired. (33 ) Younger brother Alexander Robertson (1772-1841) 
was familiar with the New Brunswick area, visiting the town in the late 
1790s to sketch various scenic landscapes for later engravings. In 1820, 
Alexander Robertson opened his own art school in New York City and 
named it the Academy of Painting and Drawing. He continued to teach 
until 1835. (34) Williams would have had access to both books and actual 
instruction at a time when he most wanted to advance his artistic efforts. 

Many who chose the life of an itinerant artist decided to do so in order 
to try their hand at what promised to provide, with a little luck, a reliable 
income. One was not necessarily influenced by artistic impulse, but the 
desire to do something different. Holger Cahill, an early scholar and writer 
on American folk art commented, “the Jack-at-a-Pinch who could turn his 
hand to anything, a necessary and ubiquitous phenomenon of colonial and 
pioneering days, often developed high talent and skill.” (35) Williams was 
just such a man who used his earlier skills successfully in an alternate career. 
While Williams was apparently immediately successful, others who chose 
the life of a traveling artist had different results. Peripatetic Vermont native 
James Guild (1797-1841) tried numerous careers, including that of portrait 
artist. After only a single day’s lesson with a local artist, Guild gamely 
produced his first portrait effort of a young woman. He later described the 
result as looking “more like a strangled cat than it did her.” (36) 

Monmouth County, New Jersey, proved to be one of Micah Williams’ 
largest sources of artistic patronage. This was likely attributable to the area’s 
strong and successful economy which enabled many of its residents to afford 
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shrubberies. In her portrait, a mirror of her husband’s, Harriet also posed 
in front of the heavy column, red draperies, and sunset sky. Although family 
tradition related that Williams began painting in oils after his move to New 
York, the discovery of the Osborn portraits clearly proves that Williams 
was producing accomplished and lively oil portraits at least a year before his 
move to New York. 

Micah Williams was first listed in the Longworth’s City Directory 1829-1830 
edition. According to the Directory’s introduction, the publication was 
available to the public in late July or early August of 1829, with indications 
that residents provided some type of survey or requested listings sometime 
in late April or early May of that same year. The previous Directory 1828-1829 
edition was published in July of 1828, and Micah Williams did not appear 
listed in this issue. This seems to indicate that the Williams family moved 
to 119 Clinton Street in New York City some time after April or May of 1828, 
but prior to April or May of 1829. Williams appeared as “portrait artist,” 
with his residence listed at 119 Clinton Street, for three consecutive issues of 
Longworth’s City Directory. (47)

The Williams family shared 119 Clinton Street with another family. As with 
many other houses in the neighborhood, 119 Clinton Street was a two-family 
residence. Both an M. H. G. Buckbee and a Monmouth H. G. Bugbee were 
listed as living at 119 Clinton Street. The directory incorrectly listed the 
same person twice. Mr. Buckbee listed his occupation as “carpenter.”(48) 

The Williams family home was in a working class neighborhood, in close 
proximity to people from all walks of life: widows, tailors, shoemakers, 
milkmen, carters (49), butchers, grocers, well-diggers, laborers, teachers, 
hat-, comb-, and button-makers, lamplighters, masons, smiths, carpenters,  
plasterers, plumbers, peddlers, house and ship painters, weavers, coopers (50), 
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Harrison Gardiner Wright (b. 1807), indicate that Martin completed both 
portraits in 1818. (42) Martin had at least one detractor in art critic and 
historian William Dunlap (1766-1839), who disparaged both Martin and 
his patrons when he noted, “Martin was at most a wretched pretender to 
crayon painting. He was an Englishman; and such was the low taste among 
the people, that he had employers.” (43) 

After years of living and working in the relatively small town of New 
Brunswick, Middlesex County, New Jersey, Micah Williams moved to 
New York City circa 1828. Williams chose to relocate to one of the largest 
shipping ports in the world. In 1830, New York City had a population of 
over 200,000 persons. (44)  New Brunswick, by contrast, had approximately 
2,300 residents. At the time, Micah’s and Margaret’s children ranged in age 
from 21 year old Eliza to six year old James. It is unknown whether the two 
oldest Williams daughters, Eliza and Catherine, accompanied the family 
to New York. The couple’s third child, daughter Arietta, was less than 
enthusiastic about the family’s move. In later life, Arietta would relate to her 
children that she suffered from homesickness so badly that she “. . . would 
have been glad to see a dog from New Brunswick.” (45) However, at least one 
of Micah’s sons so enjoyed the bustle of big city life that he later returned  
to it. As an adult, John Williams lived at No. 7 Theatre Alley in New 
York City in 1837. (46) Although Williams’ motivation for such a move 
is unknown, it is possible that the artist wished to challenge himself  
artistically, or he may have wanted to improve his income as an artist by 
offering much more expensive portraits in oil to a wider audience.

Two recently discovered oil portraits, both signed and dated by Micah 
Williams, indicate that Williams explored the medium of oil portraiture 
prior to his relocation to New York City. The portraits of Aaron Osborn 
(Catalogue No. 56) and Harriet Osborn (Catalogue No. 57) appear to have 
been completed just prior to Aaron Osborn’s death in 1827. Both portraits 
serve as the “missing link” between Williams’ richly colored pastel portraits 
and his later oil portraits, which used a much darker palette overall. The 
Osborn portraits closely resemble the numerous pastel portraits the artist 
produced. In the portrait of Aaron Osborn, Williams included elaborate 
background elements including columns, boldly colored and tasseled 
draperies, and a tiny slice of an exterior landscape, complete with blue 
sky turning rosy in the light of sunset, and purple clouds above green 
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bakers, whitewashers, tinsmiths, clerks, sausage makers, coach makers, 

wheelwrights, chair makers and cabinetmakers, and even Jacob Haw, who 

lived at 21 Clinton Street and described himself as “night scavenger.”

Clinton Street was one of the main arteries from New York City docks and 

wharves up into the city itself. The occupations of many of the residents listed 

in Longworth’s reflect New York’s status as one of the largest shipping ports 

in the world at the time. Shipmasters and pilots, boat builders, ship’s carpen-

ters, ship joiners, ship smiths, ship carvers, rope makers, riggers, caulkers,  

spar makers, sail makers, sailors, mariners, mates, and seamen, along with the 

many related professions including stevadores, dock workers, dock builders, 

boarding houses for sailors, mariner’s offices, marine justice lawyers, nautical 

instrument makers, and navigation instructors all appear within the columns 

of the Directory listings. 

Micah Williams produced at least two portraits of unknown shipmasters. 

The men in these portraits may have been his neighbors. Eight shipmasters 

(the term “ship’s captain” did not appear in the Directory) lived on Clinton 

Street. These included Henry C. Perry (96 Clinton Street); Reuben Howland 

(51 Clinton Street); H. Wheeler (147 Clinton Street); William Titterton (190 

Clinton Street); John R. Rockett (194 Clinton Street); John R. Smith (198 

Clinton Street in 1829-1830, then at 195 Clinton Street in 1830-1831); Anselm 

Hatch (204 Clinton Street); and William Andros (206 Clinton Street). (51)
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There is a good deal of uncertainty regarding Micah Williams’ years in 
New York including with whom he studied while advancing his skills in 
oil portraiture. A small oil portrait of Williams, painted on a wood panel, 
descended in the Williams family and was purchased in 1980 by Monmouth 
County Historical Association. The small oval image depicts a slender, 
slight-built man of middle age, with thinning sandy colored hair. Plainly 
dressed in a black waistcoat and coat over a plain white shirtfront and  
stock, the man holds an artist’s palette, with bright spots of color arranged 
along the curve, and three artist’s brushes in his right hand. A red  
upholstered chair can be glimpsed over his right shoulder. This small,  
almost delicate image of Micah Williams seems to have been painted during 
his residence in New York. On the back of the panel, a faint and almost 
indecipherable inscription appears to read in part “To Mr. Williams.”  
The little portrait may have been presented to Williams upon the completion 
of his studies or prior to his return to New Brunswick.  

After an approximately three year residency in New York City, Williams 
and his family returned to New Brunswick. Although eighteen oil portraits 
have been either identified through signature or attributed to Williams, it 
would seem that Williams was not successful in his attempt to transform 
his career from folk artist to academic oil painter. 

The Williams family appears to have moved back to New Brunswick 
sometime in 1831 or so, and was not listed in the 1831-32 Longworth’s 
Directory. Surprisingly, three years in bustling New York City did not 
improve Williams’ business sense. In 1832, Williams joined four other New 
Brunswick businessmen and his father-in-law John Priestly in the purchase 
of a New Brunswick city lot. Less than three months later, all six men were 
listed on a court-issued writ for nonpayment of the property mortgage,  
and the lot was sold at auction six months after its purchase. ( 52)
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The panels were of roughly standard size, usually measuring between 25 to 
26 inches in height and 21 to 22 inches in width. Very few portraits fell outside 
these measurements. The smallest identified Williams portrait is that of 
seven year old Monmouth County resident Emeline Conover. Emeline’s 
portrait panel measures only 14 by 12 inches and is a complete miniature of 
larger portraits by the artist, including pine strainers and newspaper liner 
sheet, in this case a Trenton-area publication, possibly The True American, 
circa February 1816. Most itinerant portraitists had a sliding fee scale for 
portrait size, details, and other elements and as such, the fee for Emeline’s 

portrait would have cost less than Williams’ standard portraits. The beautiful  
sketch-like unfinished quality of the image seems to indicate a quick 
“last-minute” arrangement. It is one of the few Williams portraits where the 
immediacy of the artist’s freehand gestures can be fully appreciated, without 
the addition of subsequent heavy layers of pastel pigments.

An examination of the dates of the newspaper sheets Williams used reveals  
the remarkable consistency of his artistic style over an extended period of  
time. In one interesting example, the newspaper sheets indicate that  
Williams returned to Monmouth County to create one additional pair of 
portraits at least eight years after his initial body of work was completed. 
In late May of 1819, Williams completed a pair of portraits of Monmouth  
County resident Daniel I. Schenck (1778-1858) and his wife Eleanor (d. 1858).  
Both images were inscribed with a completion date of 25 May 1819. Williams 
made a related pair of portraits of Daniel’s younger brother, DeLafayette  
Schenck (1781-1862) and his wife, also named Eleanor (1787-1873). At first glance  
it would appear that all four were created in the spring of 1819. However,  
DeLafayette’s and Eleanor’s likenesses retain their newspaper lining sheets.  
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dated 25 May 1819 
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Middle, DeLafayette Schenck 

Pastel on paper 

Monmouth County, New Jersey,  

after February 1827

Monmouth County Historical Association: 

Gift of Mrs. J. Amory Haskell, 1940

An in-depth examination of Micah Williams portraits reveals fascinating 
insight into the artist’s methods of preparation, technique, skill level,  
personal artistic preferences and practices. One of the great challenges 
faced by a traveling or itinerant artist was the necessity of carrying paper, 
materials, pigments, and supplies to each commission. In cases where 
multiple portraits were commissioned, the amount of required materials 
to be transported would have been extensive. 

Williams spent a considerable amount of time preparing his portraits. Some 
artists traveled with an easel to hold their canvases or paper. Williams, 
however, created a “stretched paper” panel for each individual. This allowed 
the artist to reduce the amount of equipment needed on his travels. The 
panels were constructed of wooden strainers, usually of white pine, which 
formed a rectangular framework. The strainers fastened at each corner by 
simple half-lap joints, probably with daubs of horsehide glue for stability. 
Each joint was then fastened with one or two short iron brads or nails. 
Williams supported the top or primary paper sheet with a full sheet from 
a newspaper under the pastel paper, gluing both layers onto the strainers.  
The newspaper sheet provided a practical and inexpensive secondary  
support, greatly increasing the strength of the panel assembly. The resulting  
stretched paper panels provided the support of an easel, were easily  
propped against a chair or other furniture item, and did not require an 
additional and bulky piece of equipment. Many portraits by Williams still 
retain all or portions of their original newspaper support. In cases where 
the newspaper sheet has fallen away or has been removed, small fragments 
usually remain to indicate the presence of Williams’ typical newspaper 
support technique. (53) In general, it appears that Williams created portraits 
on specific panels within a year of constructing the panel itself. 

It is likely that Williams procured his own newspapers from numerous 
sources including his own household, from friends’ or customers’ homes, 
and quite possibly through purchase. A local newspaper office advertised 
“a quantity of newspapers” for sale “suitable for wrapping paper.” ( 54)  
The portraits which retain their newspaper linings indicate that Williams 
used at least eighteen different newspapers for lining sheets. Most often, pages 
from the Trenton-based weekly newspaper The True American were used. ( 55) 
Another Trenton-based paper, the Trenton Federalist, also appears frequently. 

Although these “stretched paper” panel assemblies were lightweight and 
effective, they were also highly susceptible to tearing, fracture, and other 
damage. Williams probably brought bundles of strainers, glue pots, brads, 
tools, and rolls of paper in order to assemble these panels while at the 
homes of his subjects. 

Techniques and Talents
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sharper, more severe appearance, one appropriate for the stronger visages 
of his male patrons, but certainly one that would not have been appreciated 
by his female clients.  

Williams also made full use of artistic shortcuts that allowed him both  
speed and effective visual representation of some of the more difficult  
aspects of the human face. As is the case for both self-taught and  
academically trained portrait artists, Williams used a relatively narrow 
range of body poses, hand and arm arrangements, and props, such as 
books. Some early folk art scholars theorized that itinerant artists actually 
created the bodies and backgrounds, then offered their sitters a choice of  
partially completed images which would be “filled in” with the sitter’s 
features. ( 57) Researchers and folk art scholars have, over the past decades, 
been able to prove that this was not the case. Most folk artists apparently 
began with sketching in the subject and background and then completing 
the entire work. ( 58) Early American portrait artists based their work  
entirely upon observation. Williams individualized each of his works through  
the incorporation of facial features, hairstyles, clothing and accessories, 
along with the inclusion of props and in some cases background settings. 

The subjects in Williams’ works understood that the works would be the 
only image of themselves, giving great importance to even the smallest 
detail to communicate a specific visual message. Photography and the 
subsequent possibility for an individual to have numerous images of him or 
herself would not arrive in America until 1839. The majority of Americans 
lived their entire lives without ever having a single image produced of 
themselves. Even a small pencil sketch or pastel portrait taken by a visiting 
artist represented a cost which many families either could not afford or did 
not feel justified in spending. Each portrait we are able to view represented 
not only money, but the time needed to contact the artist, negotiate a price 
based on the amount of detail included in the portrait, and then determine 
a convenient time for the artist’s visit. The decision to have one’s portrait 
made was not undertaken lightly. It is both fascinating and pleasing to 
consider the amount of time each sitter may have spent choosing his or her 
garments, hairstyle, jewelry or other accessories, and what, if anything, to 
hold. These choices indicated a very personal decision on the part of the 
individual sitter. (59) 

A close look at the garments and accessories depicted in Williams’ portraits 
provides a good deal of information regarding early nineteenth century 
clothing and accepted modes of fashion. A region such as Monmouth 
County was near enough to Philadelphia and New York, allowing relatively 
easy access to current fashions from Europe while reflecting the strong 

Their linings reveal dated sheets of The New Brunswick Times, indicating that  
both images were produced after 14 February 1827, at least eight years later.

Existing newspaper lining sheets help to support the evidence that Williams continued 
with his pastel portrait work while learning oil portrait techniques in New York. At 
least six pastel portraits include sheets from New York City-based newspapers, includ-
ing the New York Evening Post, the New-York Patriot, and the New York Tuesday Evening.

Williams used a number of techniques to enhance his pastel portraits. A close  
examination of his portraits indicates that the artist prepared the surface of his 
portrait paper by raising the paper fibers, possibly with sandpaper, giving the paper  
more “tooth,” and allowing the raised fibers to hold multiple layers of pastel pigments.

Artists obtained their paints either through their own efforts or the efforts of profes- 
sionals who mixed and prepared paints commercially. Williams prepared his own 
pastel crayons. Even in a relatively small town such as New Brunswick, Williams  
could purchase raw pigments from several local sources. New Brunswick shopkeeper  
Fitz Randolph Smith, in an advertisement in the early summer of 1816, offered an  
extensive list of coloring agents including red lead, Spanish brown, yellow ochre,  
vermillion, “verdigrease,” lamp black, and madder. (56) After grinding his pigments, 
Williams would then have mixed them with a binder, such as gum arabic or a similar 
sticky material, in order to hold the ground pigments together in a stick or crayon form. 

Depending upon the type of pastel Williams desired, he either combined his ingredients 
into rolled crayons, or placed the mixtures into troughs, possibly in wooden trays with 
grooves, for the mixtures to solidify. By varying proportions and ingredients, Williams 
would have been able to produce both soft and hard pastels; softer pastels would provide 
smooth, rich colors, while harder pastels would be suited for the delicate outlines and 
fine work around eyes, clothing details, and accessories. 

Williams was truly masterful in exploiting both the opaque and translucent qualities 
of his medium within the same work, paying close attention to the facial features. He 
created a thick, lush surface by laying down multiple levels of pigments. The artist also 
clearly used some sort of blending tool, possibly twists of paper or rag (referred to in 
traditional pastel work as “stumps”) to achieve the smooth and skillful modeling of his 
facial features. 

It is clear that the artist had a gift in depicting age, particularly of his older female 
sitters. To delineate wrinkles, which challenged many an itinerant artist, Williams 
often placed a soft shading of warm, reddish-brown pigment over a particular area, 
and then used a finely sharpened pastel of the same tone to delineate a crease. One of 
the artist’s most successful examples of this technique is of 52 year old Ann Van Mater, 
which depicts the sitter with great sensitivity and respect. In contrast, when depicting 
the same signs of aging on his older male subjects, Williams used a deep burnt umber 
tone in a similar fashion, contrasting with the lighter skin tones. This resulted in a 
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young woman appears to be sporting a stack of thin white bangle bracelets 
around her wrist. A study of similar garments of the time period reveals that 
Williams was depicting an interesting cording treatment on the wrists or 
cuffs of the dress, where thin cotton string or cord was tightly sewn side by 
side to create a charming and visually intriguing cuff detail. 

Nearly all of Williams’ female sitters wore some type of ruffled collar, often 
made by the sitter herself, an excellent way for the wearer to show off her 
skill with a needle and thread. Usually of fine white cotton batiste or mull, 
the collars were practical as well as decorative. Silk and wool dresses were 
not scrubbed and washed, but only spot-cleaned. Collars and matching 
cuffs or undersleeves protected the expensive dress fabrics from body oils 
and perspiration and could easily be laundered, starched, and pressed. (63)

Just as society accepted and determined matters of dress, hairstyles also 
fell into a relatively narrow range of acceptable choices during this time 
period. In the majority of the artist’s portraits, his female sitters from age 
thirteen wore their hair similarly. The longer back hair was pulled away 
from the face, braided or coiled at the top of the head, and held in place by 
a large, curved tortoiseshell hair comb. The popularity of the large, curved 
tortoiseshell combs  corresponded with the hairstyles of the early nineteenth 
century. Front hair was either smoothly looped or curled in short clusters 
above the ears. Smaller, flat combs were used to keep the side hair smooth 
and close to the scalp. Older women and married women with children who 
wore elaborate day caps could still wear their combs under the high-puffed 
crowns of their caps. 

The term “tortoiseshell” is misleading, as the combs were made from the 
shells of the hawksbill turtle, a marine turtle found in warm coastal areas. 
The majority of the shells and ready-made combs were imported into the 
United States from China and India. (64) American comb makers were able 
to compete with foreign comb makers, and several mechanical improve-
ments introduced between 1817 and 1845 in the comb making process also 
encouraged the industry. (65) 

The men in Micah Williams’ portraits were highly individualistic even 
within the narrow confines of early nineteenth century men’s fashions. 
Although the men’s portraits do not contain the numerous fashionable 
details of caps, shawls, jewelry, and other accessories, Micah Williams was 
certainly able to capture the personalities of his male sitters effectively. 
Men’s coats appeared in only a few colors, black being the most common. 
Some men wore medium or dark blue coats, while several portraits included 
a vivid, bright blue as a coat color choice. Brown also appears to have been 
worn. The coats would have been made of wool, possibly broadcloth, for 

conservative influence of an agrarian economic area. Portrait study can 
furnish information about common fashion elements which do not appear 
in high style fashion engravings or publications but were, nonetheless, the 
accepted norm in many areas. For example, for much of the first half of 
the nineteenth century, it was considered appropriate for married and older 
women to wear a head covering, commonly known as a day cap, during the 
day. While the styles, trimmings, and decorative elements of these caps 
varied greatly, they were all patterned similarly, usually of lightweight white 
cotton fabrics such as mull or batiste, covering most of the wearer’s hair. 
Long-standing tradition meant that most women began wearing a day cap 
after the birth of their first child. As the decades passed, caps became more 
and more elaborate, with additional ruffles, bows, ribbons, and embroidery. 
(60) Williams’ adult female sitters clearly followed this fashion trend.

During Napoleon’s reign, the high-waisted Empire silhouette for women’s 
fashion also gained European and American favor. The incorporation of 
classical design elements in fashion, architecture, and furnishings during 
the Napoleonic era was a deliberate move on the part of Bonaparte and his 
followers to identify the French government and society with the glories of 
ancient Greece and Rome. In America, these classically inspired styles found 
acceptance and approval because they echoed the ideals of the new United 
States, which had been founded upon many of the democratic-republican 
principles of the classical world. (61)

All of Williams’ female sitters over the age of three are depicted wearing 
long sleeves, reflecting to some extent the conservative outlook of the 
majority of his clients, for whom short sleeves usually were acceptable 
only for evening events. The choice of color for a woman’s dress was highly 
regimented by the dictates of age. The vast majority of women in Williams’ 
portraits wore black dresses. Fashion dictates of the day advised women 
on dress color and age: “Ladies who are no longer young always look best 
in dark-coloured dresses . . . and when decidedly old, there is no colour so 
proper for them as black.” (62) Those women and girls who wore dresses 
in colors other than black were unmarried or in their teens or very early 
twenties and appeared in a rainbow of shades of red, green, yellow, blue, 
gray, white, and pink.   

Williams excelled in working black-on-black, using subtle shading and 
toning to create folds and pleats in the garments of both male and female 
sitters, often roughening the folds of his sitters’ garments to give additional 
visual depth and texture to the material. Every so often, Williams included 
a fashion or garment detail that at first glance appears confusing. In the 
portrait of Sarah Van Mater Disbrow (Catalogue No. 27), for example, the 
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portrait of DeLafayette Schenck (Catalogue No. 54) and a daguerreotype of 
the same man taken more than twenty years later. Mr. Schenck, whose hair 
had turned completely white in the intervening years, continued to wear the 
same hairstyle all his life. Although many of Micah Williams’ male sitters 
curled, frizzed, or otherwise styled their side hair, every male subject was 
clean shaven. The exuberant beards and moustaches of the later nineteenth 
century would not become popular until the late 1840s and 1850s.

Children’s portraits were some of the most challenging for a self-taught or 
itinerant artist to produce with any degree of success. Their small features, 
with proportions unlike those of their adult counterparts, offered much less 
in the way of easily captured personality details. And while adult subjects 
were willing to sit still for extended periods of time, it was a special challenge 
to record the likeness of a fidgety, energetic little boy or girl. The portraits 
of children by Micah Williams reveal that the artist was just as skilled in 
portraying the personalities of his littlest sitters.

In a general survey of early American folk art portraiture, it is clear that the 
portraits of adults far outnumber portraits of children. And within children’s 
portraits themselves there is a great difference in the representation of children 
of different age groups. Portraits of infants and very young children greatly 
outnumber portraits of their older siblings. Rarest of all are portraits of 
children between the ages of ten or eleven and sixteen. Of the 272 portraits 
by or attributed to the artist, 242 depict men and women eighteen years of 
age and above. Seven depict a mother and her infant in arms, while only two 
portraits appear to depict an older infant or small toddler under two years 
of age. Eighteen portraits by Williams appear to depict children under the 
age of ten, while only three portraits depict children between the age of ten 
or eleven and sixteen.

This marked difference may be explained by the simple yet sobering fact of 
childhood demographics in early nineteenth century America. Childhood 
was a precarious time, and parents had no guarantees that all their children 
would reach adulthood. A young child might have been more likely to 
be chosen as a portrait subject because, in the event of a serious illness or 
accident resulting in death, mourning parents would at least have an image 
of their young child. Surviving to the age of ten and beyond meant the 
likelihood that a son or daughter would reach adulthood safely. (68)

As with his adult portraits, Williams included small and personal details 
within his children’s portraits. In the early nineteenth century, children’s 
fashions were for the most part simply smaller versions of adult clothing. 
The young girls in his portraits wore dresses quite similar to those of 
their mothers, with ruffled necklines, long sleeves with ruffled cuffs, and 

winter wear. Cotton or cotton-linen blend fabrics would have been worn 
for hot weather.

Williams included interesting construction details, even in the variety of 
lapel styles. In some portraits, there is a small “M” shaped notch in the lapels, 
while in others, a small angled notch resembling a furnituremaker’s dovetail 
is seen. In addition, Micah Williams paid close attention to the shift of 
shoulder seams and sleeve fullness over the passing years, which altered 
with the vagaries of fashion. This subtle clue points to an artist focused 
on the individual sitter and his garments, rather than hurriedly depicting a 
standard or “stock” coat. Shining brass buttons also ornamented many of the 
jackets in Williams’ portraits, their bright yellow color contrasting vividly 
against the darker color of the cloth. Also varied were the vests donned by 
male sitters. Known to their wearers as waistcoats, these garments often 
matched the color of the outer coat or were of plain white fabric. (66) Some 
men chose brightly colored waistcoats in narrow striped silks.

Neckwear was an important part of both everyday and fashionable dress. 
Men wore a length of white fabric known as a stock, usually linen or cotton, 
wrapped about the neck and tied in front in a bow of some type or simply 
folded over and tucked into the waistcoat. Stocks were also made to encircle 
the wearer’s neck and tie or buckle at the back of the neck. In many portraits, 
the man’s shirt collar was worn above the stock and either folded over the 
stock itself or followed the sitter’s jaw line. For those slightly dandified men, 
the points of the collar were worn considerably above the wearer’s jaw line. 
By 1830, black was the favored color for a man’s stock. (67)

Small personal details were included in many of the men’s portraits. In the 
portrait of Jonathan Roelof Schenck (Catalogue No. 35), Jonathan wore 
a striking and romantic gold wire pin of two entwined hearts. This lovely 
brooch may have been a gift from Jonathan’s wife, Sarah Peacock Schenck 
(Catalogue No. 36), whose portrait also survives. In another portrait,  
Dr. Jacobus Hubbard, Jr. (Catalogue No. 11) wore a poignant reminder of  
his young wife Kitty, who died in childbirth less than a year after the 
couple’s marriage. Within the small brooch pinned to the front of  
Hubbard’s white shirt a braid of Kitty’s dark brown hair is visible beneath  
the pin’s glass bezel.

The men in Williams’s portraits sported a wide and fascinating variety of 
hairstyles. Many wore their hair simply. The short-clipped dark hair of  
The Shipmaster (Catalogue No. 65) was a practical choice for a man who 
earned his living aboard a sailing vessel. For many others, it was popular to 
comb the front hair up and above the forehead, allowing it to curl back or to 
the side in purposeful disarray. An interesting comparison can be seen in the 
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orange or a bunch of grapes; or a fashionable accessory such as a handbag  
or folding fan. 

In the majority of his portraits, Williams depicted his subjects against 
softly colored monochromatic backgrounds. These backgrounds were 
often keyed to the sitter’s eye color, either harmonizing or contrasting 
slightly. In those portraits which retain a good portion of their original 
surface treatments, Williams apparently shaded his backgrounds, creating 
a lighter, almost halo-like space around the sitter, naturally drawing 
the viewer’s eye to the very center of the image. The monochromatic 
backgrounds are deceptively simple, however, and are the result of multiple 
layers of pigments laid over an interesting gestural technique which provided 
movement and liveliness to solid color. In several examples, a freehand 
continuous swirling pattern is clearly visible, filling the entire background 
space. This pattern was not meant to be seen in the final finished product 
but through loss of the upper pigment layers due to abrasion or damage we 
are able to glimpse the artist’s technique. 

Williams was a fast worker, able to complete an entire portrait in a single 
day. Belleville resident Gerard Rutgers kept a personal meteorological 
diary between 1803 and 1829, noting weather conditions and including brief 
personal anecdotes and occurrences. On 19 March 1823, Rutgers noted 
that a Mr. Williams began a portrait of him in the morning and “finished 
at sunset.” (72) Although this portrait of Gerard Rutgers is currently not 
located, we can surmise that the image itself was probably relatively simple, 
perhaps similar to the portrait of John Stoutenborough (Catalogue No. 34), 
in which Williams had included neither hands nor props and depicted his 
older male sitter against a simple single-color background. The rapidity 
with which Williams worked is not surprising, as the more quickly and 
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high waists, while young boys often wore smaller versions of the coats and 
waistcoats worn by their fathers. Little girls below the age of five or six 
often wore their hair cut quite short, usually in a simple fringe along their 
foreheads. Young girls rarely appeared in portraits with long or elaborately 
styled hair. Little boys wore their hair short and simply styled.

Some of the most pleasingly dramatic coloration in a Micah Williams 
portrait can be seen in the portrait of the Little Boy in a Green Suit (Catalogue 
No. 23). This well-dressed little boy, approximately three to four years 
of age, wears an emerald green “skeleton suit.” These close-fitting suits 
were very popular (with the mothers of little boys, at least) from the late 
eighteenth through the early nineteenth centuries. (69) The simply cut suit 
consisted of a jacket and pants buttoned together at the waist, worn over a 
light linen shirt. The rich green of the boy’s suit contrasts with the yellow 
of the numerous buttons, and the thin, ruffled collar frames the young boy’s 
face. In his hand the little boy holds an orange. This is the only time this 
particular fruit appears as a prop in a Williams portrait.

Micah Williams paid special attention to the props held by his subjects. 
These accessories often provide insights into the personalities of the sitters.  
There are indications from early sources that many portrait painters 
charged their patrons on a sort of sliding fee scale, with extra costs for more 
elaborate backgrounds and props as well as whether one or both hands were 
to be depicted. (70)

Small books appear most frequently in both men’s and women’s portraits 
as the most common prop and indicated that the sitter was both literate 
and educated. Williams greatly varied the appearance and position of the 
book from portrait to portrait, in some cases identifying the book itself 
with a title or as a vehicle for the sitter’s name, as in the portrait of Sarah 
Van Mater (Catalogue No. 32), where Williams included, in beautiful bright 
yellow lettering, Sarah’s name across the front cover of the book. The books 
are as varied as their owners with differences in leather bindings, page edges, 
gilt embossing and trimming. At times, Williams used a book and its colors 
to emphasize a particular color in another area of a portrait.   

In some cases, the sitter chose to be depicted with the tools of his trade.  
The Shipmaster (Catalogue No. 65) cradled his spyglass in the crook of his  
arm, while stoneware potter Clarkson Crolius (Catalogue No. 4) held an  
account book or ledger. In general, male subjects chose this option, while   
female sitters never appeared with sewing, weaving, or cooking implements.  
This was true not just in the portraits by Micah Williams but in early  
American  portraiture in general. (71) The props which appear in Williams’  
portraits are as varied and interesting as the faces of his subjects and  
include animals such as a small dog or a dove; fruit such as a peach, apple, 
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accurately Williams worked the sooner he could collect his portrait fee and 
move on to his next patron.

Eighteen oil portraits are currently identified or attributed to Micah 
Williams. Although the artist was gifted in the medium of pastel, his oil 
portraits clearly indicate he was able to successfully work in an entirely  
different medium. The portraits of the Unknown Man with Ruby Pin 
(Catalogue No. 61) and Unknown Woman and Baby (Catalogue No. 62) reveal 
that Williams’ mastery of color, modeling, and detail translated beautifully 
to his new medium. The ruddy-faced gentleman, seated with his arm draped 
casually over the back of his chair, wore a small but elegant pin on his crisp 
white shirtfront, appearing to be a small ruby, surrounded by tiny pearls 
in a gold setting. The companion portrait depicted his unknown wife, her 
puffed and curled hair reflecting the more elaborate hairstyles of the early 
1830s. Their sturdy baby, wearing a double row of tiny coral beads around its 
neck as well as two tiny bracelets of similar coral around its chubby wrists, 
was finely dressed in a bow-bedecked cap and embroidered gown. Williams 
included a lovely personal touch and portrayed the serious-faced infant 
clutching its mother’s index finger.

The artist’s years in New York had a profound effect on his later pastel 
portraits. Inscribed and dated portraits indicate that Williams continued 
to produce a large number of pastel portraits while in New York and those 
that can be dated to the New York and post-New York years were even 
more accomplished than his earlier works. Williams did not lose touch with 
the medium, and his modeling of facial features, fabrics, and shading was 
even more confident. His Woman with a Green Belt (Catalogue No. 66), for 
example, was produced some time in late 1830 or early 1831. Backed with a 
New York City-based newspaper that can be dated to mid-1830 through 
advertisements within the text, the portrait is a fine example of how the 
artist transferred his newfound knowledge of the medium of oil painting 
to his pastel portraiture. The unknown female was most likely a New York 
City resident, judging from her extremely fashionable garb and expensive 
accessories. The sitter wore her hair in an elaborate style, the curls and puffs 
of dark brown hair resembling the bows and ribbon loops of her equally 
elaborate day cap. The artist’s precise placement of the many visual elements 
within the portrait indicates increased sophistication in his artistic skill, 
with the keen sense of character he had brought to his earlier work still 
clearly evident.
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Micah Williams was a prolific portraitist for more than twenty years, but  
at some point in 1835 seems to have stopped working as an artist. No portraits 
can be dated firmly to the period between early-to mid-1835 and his death  
in November of 1837. Williams might have decided to retire from his artistic 
travels, or perhaps he wanted to begin yet another career. However, New 
Brunswick history points to an intriguing possibility that an act of nature 
might have ended the artist’s career permanently. 

Late in the sultry afternoon of 19 June 1835, New Brunswick residents noted 
with alarm a dark cloud approaching the city from the northwest 
accompanied by a loud roaring noise. Many, believing the city was 
afire, made their way to the banks of the Raritan River, a decision 
that, in hindsight, saved lives. Moments later, a tornado struck 
New Brunswick with such force that every structure within a 
three-block radius was leveled. Five people died immediately. (73) 
Initial damage to the area was estimated at $150,000. More than 
120 homes, businesses, shops, warehouses, and other commercial 
structures were destroyed or seriously damaged. In the days 
following the event, local papers carried incomplete and slightly 
incoherent accounts of the tornado. In the local newspaper’s 
partial inventory of damages suffered on Schureman Street 
in downtown New Brunswick, among those locations hardest 
hit by the tornado, one entry stands out: the house of B. M. 
Voorhees, “occupied by Mr. Williams,” was described as “much 

injured.” The entry does not include a first name for Mr. Williams, nor is it 
entirely clear as to whether the description “much injured” referred to Mr. 
Williams or the house. (74) It is interesting to note the name of the house’s  
owner. Micah Williams’ mother-in-law, Catherine Priestly, was a Voorhees 
before her marriage. The coincidence with the halt in Micah Williams’ 
artistic output is intriguing. 

Micah Williams seems to have lived quietly after 1835. There are no records 
of his purchasing property, taking a mortgage, or undertaking any further 
financial arrangements. His wife Margaret and their son John Priestly 
Williams were formally accepted as adult members to the New Brunswick 
First Presbyterian Church on 23 June 1837. (75 ) Williams was a member of  
the New Brunswick Baptist Church, and did not appear with his wife and  
son in the June 1837 church records. A single letter written just five months 
before the artist’s death indicates that Williams had made peace with 
himself and his experiences.

Final Years
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This poignant letter from Micah Williams to his second son, John Priestly Williams, 
is the only known private correspondence in Williams’ own hand. The spelling and 
punctuation of Micah Williams’ letter has been preserved in this transcription. Owned 
by a direct descendant of John P. Williams, the letter was written less than six months 
before Williams’ death at the age of fifty-five on 21 November 1837. The letter from 
Williams to his son indicates a previous falling-out or separation between father 
and son. It would seem that John somehow blamed his father for a past grievance or 
situation. Williams accepted his son’s disapprobation, referring to himself as “poor and 
sinful.” It is unknown whether John wrote to his father again, as Micah Williams so 
eagerly requested. 

Several things about this letter strike the reader. Although there is no information 
about Williams’ early education, he was a man well able to express himself and wrote 
in a flowing, emotional, and powerful manner, with an excellent vocabulary and means 
of expression. He was also familiar with both Old and New Testaments. A theme of 
forgiveness and the offer of comfort and consolation are repeated in the letter from 
father to son.

The letter seems to be referencing John’s decision to formally join the New Brunswick 
First Presbyterian Church. (77) We learned that Williams was not an active member of 
the Presbyterian Church but was a congregant of the New Brunswick Baptist Church, 
as was his daughter Arietta’s husband, Nahum Kent. 

The religious references within this letter alude to the larger religious fervor gripping 
America at the time. Known as the Second Great Awakening, this period of religious 
enthusiasm and revival spread throughout the Country. Church memberships increased 
and personal conversions rose dramatically. (78) Williams eagerly described the work 
at the New Brunswick Baptist Church, including the fact that sixty-two persons were 
baptized the previous Sunday morning.

Williams wrote that “Doubt produces fear and fear brings about torment.” He may 
have been reflecting on past events, perhaps his return to New Brunswick after the 
New York sojourn. The paragraph regarding the child fleeing from his “austere and 
tyrannical” father is fascinating. In one sense, Williams writes this regarding a person’s 
fleeing from God the Father and the fear that comes with realization of a call from 
God to faith. In another sense, though, Williams might have been commenting on the 
apparently strained relationship with his son.  

In the last paragraph, Wiliams referred to two other family members. Nahum, husband  
of his daughter Arietta, died sometime after 1837, and Arietta then married  
Nahum’s brother William. The artist apparently knew that Nahum would see John 
some time soon after his letter was sent. Williams also mentioned John’s older brother, 

My Dear Son My Dear Son, 
Your poor sinful father (as you have pleased to call him) is in rapture, with joy, at your resolution which you have taken 
to change you life, and to do that which is good in the sight of the Lord. Rather than to discourage you in such a laudable 
undertaking, I shall pray that the spark which is in your soul, may be fanned with the Holy Spirit until it becomes a burning 
flame of love towards God and our Savior. My Son, be steadfast. Doubt not for a moment the existence of a great and merciful 
God and Christ our Savior. Doubt produces fear and fear brings about torment. Therefore let your faith be strong in the  
Lord, not doubting, throw your whole soul upon Christ and Him crucified. For Christ has said, 
 “Whosoever cometh unto Me I will in no wise cast off.”  1st Chapt. St. John 37th verse. 

 “Seek ye the Lord while He may be found, call upon Him while He is near. Let the  
  wicked man forsake his ways and the unrighteous man his thoughts and let him retum  
  unto the Lord, and He will have mercy upon him and to our God. For He will  
  abundantly pardon.”  Isaiah 55 Chapt—

My son I wish you to read the whole of that Chapter. When Isaiah speaks of returning to the Lord, he no doubt meant the  
deity Himself. And when he speaks of our God, he had reference to Christ who had power to forgive sin. The scriptures, when 
speaking of the Lord throughout the Bible, most generally speak of His mercy as in the 103rd Psalm, 
 “The Lord is merciful and gracious and slow to anger and plenteous in mercy.” 

I also wish you to read the whole of that chapter again in St. John 14 Chapt. 1.2 verses – Christ says, 
 “Let not your hearts be troubled. Ye believe in God, believe also in Me. In my Father’s  
  house are many mansions. If it were not so I would have told you.” 

. . . signifying that there is room for us all. Read the whole chapt. For it is the words of Christ Himself. Again He says, 
 “Come unto Me all that are heary laden and I will give you rest. For My yoke is easy  
  and My burden is light.” 

Press forward. Do not slack. Pray without ceasing in your heart, lest you lose your first love. For it is hard to regain your  
first love when lost, for shame and remorse work hard within him. My son, I desire you most earnestly to read the Scriptures, 
especially the New Testament. But I was pleased to see you commence the Bible to read it through, for then you will get evidence 
out of the old to prove the new. In the New Testament, you will find peace for your soul in the Gospel – for the word “Gospel” 
signifies good news, glad tidings, which the angels proclaimed at Bethlehem, 
 “Fear not, for I bring you good tidings of great joy, which shall be to all people. For unto  
  you is born this day in the City of David, a Savior, which is Christ the Lord.”   
  Luke 2nd Chapt. 10.11 verses 

You will find in the 103rd Psalm the following words, 
 “Like as a father pitieth his children, so the Lord pitieth them that fear Him.” 

Now what parent, who had children which he loved and he should call one of them to come unto him, and the child should fly  
from (him) with horror and fright, because someone had told him his father was a[n] austere and tyrannical being? The father 
calls him again and again, “Come unto me, I beseech you, my dear child. For it is your father that calls you, who also loves you.” 
The child still flies from him, afraid to approach him. Where is the father who would not pity a child placed in that situation? 

Therefore my son, fear not to approach you Heavenly Father with prayer and supplication, which is more ready at all times  
to receive you than we could expect from our earthly parent. Christ said that a mother might forsake her suckling child, but  
He would never leave nor forsake us. Oh my son, what consolation can we find in the scriptures if we seek for them. 

I was much pleased with your letter. It was very well composed. The best that you have wrote, with the exception of that one  
sentence. And that I freely forgive you on account of your youth, not only so I might not take offence at being called a sinner,  
for I own it by myself. St. Paul was not backward to call himself a sinner, and the chief of sinners. 

The work is going on in the Baptist Church. There was 62 baptized on Sunday morning. You will see Nahum and he will tell  
you all about it. We had a letter from Henry yesterday. He writes that he is well. I should like to receive another letter from  
you, and if you want any consolation, I can pick out of the Bible all that an inquiring soul desires – for it is full of comfort  
and blessings. 

Write soon and I will answer you immediately.  
This from your loving father, 

Micah Williams (76)
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“None of us have ever received anything from them and I sincerely hope we may never 
be so situated as to have to ask anything . . . ” (84)

Even after death, itinerant artist Micah Williams did not complete his travels until 
1921. In that year, the New Brunswick First Presbyterian Church decided to relocate 
its graveyard, which had been since 1785 at the corner of George and Barrack Streets, 
in order to make room for the construction of a meeting building. All remains and 
headstones were removed to the Van Liew Cemetery in North Brunswick. Four 
family headstones were recorded as being moved: those of Micah Williams, Margaret 
Williams, Henry Williams, and one Mary Priestly Williams, who has not yet been 
identified. A number of Priestly family headstones were relocated, including those of 
John and Catherine Voorhees Priestly. (85) The headstones of Micah and Margaret 
Williams and John and Catherine Priestly appear to have been produced at the 
same time, probably dating from Margaret’s death in 1863. At the time of Micah’s 
burial, his grave may have been unmarked, or marked with a different stone that was  
replaced when his wife was interred. Each of the four white marble headstones 
was ornamented with the carving of a floral basket atop an inscription. Below the 
inscription on each stone appears a carved epitaph. Today they are among the best 
preserved in the First Presbyterian Church removal site of the Van Liew Cemetery. 

Micah’s inscription reads, “Our Father, Micah Williams. Died November 21, 1837, in 
the 55th year of his age.” The epitaph on his stone reads simply “Jesus Is Love.” (86) 
The traveling artist had completed his last journey.

Henry, who was born sometime in 1814 during the family’s economic crisis. At the time 
Williams wrote to John, his son was living on Theatre Alley in New York. City life 
must have appealed to John, who was twelve years old when the family had originally 
moved to Clinton Street in or around 1828.

Micah Williams died on 21 November 1837, with no record of a will or estate inventory. 
At the time of his death, Margaret was forty-seven years old, while their youngest son, 
James Priestly, was fifteen. The New Jersey census records for Middlesex County in 
1840 included Margaret’s father, John Priestly, and her mother, Catherine Voorhees 
Priestly and a third household member was listed as a female “40 & under 50,” which 
might have been Margaret herself, living with her aged parents. (79) James may have  
been apprenticed at the time, possibly to a printer as in later years he listed the  
occupation of “printer” in census records. If  James was living with his employer and 
family, he would not have appeared in the Priestly household. There may have been 
some lasting enmity or bitterness on the part of Margaret’s father and at least one 
of her brothers towards Micah. The estate inventory taken after John Priestly’s death 
in February 1848, compiled by Micah’s former partner and brother-in-law James  
Applegate Priestly, included a short list of money owed to John Priestly. James had 
written the notation “Michah [sic] Williams . . . note & interest doubtful . . . $273.14,” a 
full eleven years after Micah’s death. (80) Margaret Priestly Williams died in February 
of 1863 at the age of seventy-three. Her brief obituary described her as the “widow of 
Micah Williams.” (81)

In November of 1852, many years after Williams’ death, thirty-seven year old John 
and his younger brother, thirty year old James, ended a period of estrangement and 
began corresponding with each other. At the time, John was living in New York City. 
James’ residence at the time is currently unknown. (82) According to census records, 
both were printers.

In the first letter, 14 November 1852, James noted that, “Ralph [ John’s and James’s 
brother, born around 1819] has been sick a great deal since he has been home, and I 
think the greater part if not all of it has been caused by brandy . . . I have held up before 
him the awful example of our dear father and brother [Henry, the eldest son, who was 
born in 1814 during the dark days of his father’s economic failure, and died at the age of 
thirty-two in 1846].” (83) 

The “awful example” of their father suggests that at least for a portion of his life, 
Micah Williams was an alcoholic. James did not record details of this issue, so it is 
unclear whether this was a lifelong problem for his parent or if it developed later in 
life. Alcoholism could be the explanation for Williams’ financial failure in 1814 and 
may even offer a hint as to why the artist stopped work in 1835. Perhaps it was a bottle, 
and not a tornado, which proved to be the destruction of the artist.  James also referred 
to continued bitterness between the Williams and Priestly families, noting that  
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This serious and self-confident 
young man of between fourteen and 
sixteen years of age may have posed 
for this portrait to commemorate his 
graduation from one of New Jersey’s 
early educational academies. His 
clothing shows the transition from 
boy to young man. The black coat was 
cut in a completely adult style, with 
fashionable notched lapels. The young 
man’s white waistcoat and crisp pleated 
shirtfront ruffles contrasted with his 
black coat. Instead of the typical white 
stock tied around his neck, the sitter 
wore a thin black ribbon tied in a 
simple bow beneath his chin, indicating 
his youth. Micah Williams chose a 
restrained color palette of blacks and 
rich browns. 

This is one of the earliest known 
Williams portraits. The newspaper 
lining used in the portrait is dated  

1. Christie’s, Fine American Furniture,  
Silver, Folk Art and Decorative Arts,  
auction catalogue, 25 January 1986:  
Lot 251 A and B. New York, NY

5 September 1815 and includes an  
article about a riot at the College of 
New Jersey, now Princeton University. 
The slight awkwardness of the angle of 
the boy’s right arm and the manner in 
which the boy’s hand was drawn around 
the roll of paper indicates an artist 
not yet completely confident in the 
depiction of challenging poses.  

It is believed that this work was one of 
a pair. It was accompanied by a second 
portrait of a woman who appeared to 
be the young boy’s mother illustrated in 
a 1986 auction catalogue. The woman’s 
portrait was in similar tones of browns 
and blacks. The current location of that 
portrait is unknown. (1)

Opposite page: A Map of Part of the Province of Jersey. 
Compiled from the Original Surveys. By I. Hills Engineer, 
1781. Source: Library of Congress.

c AtA l o g u e  n o .  1

Boy with a Diploma

Pastel on paper

New Jersey, circa 1815-1816

23 1⁄4 x 27 1⁄4 inches

Collection of Edward King, Jr.
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c AtA l o g u e  n o .  3

Emeline Conover Story 
(1810 -1845)

Pastel on paper

Cranbury area, Middlesex County,  
New Jersey, after February 1816 

15 1⁄2 x 13 1⁄2 inches

Monmouth County Historical Association: 
Gift of Mrs. William S. Holmes, 1963
1983.612

This portrait of Emeline Conover 
is the smallest known portrait created 
by Micah Williams. The image is not 
as finished in appearance as many of 
Williams’ other works and it gives an 
astonishing quality of immediacy. One 
senses the artist’s hand moving over  
the paper, quickly sketching in the folds 
and gathers of the little girl’s dress. 

Original accession records noted 
Emeline’s age in the portrait as sixteen. 
However, it is clear that the sitter 
was between six and eight years old 
when she posed for Williams. Emeline 
Conover was born on 11 November 
1810, in Cranbury, Middlesex County, 
New Jersey, to William W. Conover 
(1783-1837) and Catherine Mount 
(1787-1852). (1) She was baptized on 20 

January 1811 at the First Presbyterian 
Church of Cranbury, and later attended 
the Cranbury Academy as a young 
girl. While at the Academy, Emeline 
completed a charming penmanship 
exercise dated 17 August 1822.

On 19 April 1831, Emeline married  
John B. Story (1809-1886) and moved  
to Middletown, Monmouth County,  
New Jersey. On 7 June 1845, she gave 
birth to her seventh and last child, 
whom she named after herself. Emeline 
died only fifteen days after giving birth, 
almost certainly from complications 
during or after the birth. The baby 
followed her mother to the grave 
twenty-three days later. (2)

c AtA l o g u e  n o .  2

Elias Birchard  
(1795-1853)

Pastel on paper

Probably Bound Brook,  
Somerset County, New Jersey, 
circa 1816 

27 ³⁄16 x 23 1⁄8 inches

Gift of Mrs. Stephen (Mollie Birchard) 
Van Renssalaer, Historic Hudson Valley, 
Pocantico Hills, NY

blue bead capped with gold. His hair 
was arranged fashionably, brushed  
high above his forehead and forward 
along his temples, ending in long, 
tapered sideburns. 

This portrait appears to have been 
an early product in Micah Williams’ 
career as an itinerant artist. Birchard 
lived in Bound Brook for only a few 
years, and returned to Connecticut 
soon after 1816. 

Elias Birchard, in his early twenties 
at the time he sat for his portrait 
by Micah Williams, was born in 
1795 in Ridgefield, Fairfield County, 
Connecticut, to Uriah Birchard (1751-?) 
and Eunice Taylor (1762- ?). Birchard 
was a schoolteacher in Bound Brook, 
Somerset County, New Jersey, for 
several years between 1810 and 1820. (1) 
He later served as Postmaster General 
in Fairfield between 1837 and 1841. (2)

Elias dressed carefully for his portrait. 
His shirtfront ruffles were goffered, a 
popular pleating method which used 
a specially designed press or iron to 
create small, ridged ruffles. Goffer 
pleating was also popular for women’s 
caps and neck ruffles. Birchard wore a 
handsome small stick pin with a tiny 

p e n m A n s h i p  e x e r c i s e

Emeline Conover Story 
(1810-1845)

Ink and watercolor on paper

Cranbury Academy, Cranbury,  
Middlesex County, New Jersey,    
dated 1822 

7 ³⁄4 x 6 1⁄2 inches

Monmouth County Historical Association: 
Library and Archives

1. Monmouth County Historical Association: 
Library and Archives. Bible Records: 
Story-Conover-Turley-Osborn-Morford, 
et.al., 1839.

2. The Genealogical Magazine of New Jersey 
(Newark: The Genealogical Society of  
New Jersey) Jan/Apr 1954, 34; Jan/Apr 1956, 
44; and Jan/Apr 1957, 44.

1. Accession records of Historic Hudson Valley and 
Ancestry.com. Connecticut, Deaths and Burials Index 
1650-1934 [database on-line]. Provo, UT, U.S.A.: 
Ancestry.com Operations, Inc., 2011

2. National Archives and Records Administration 
(NARA); Washington, D.C.; Record of Appointment 
of Postmasters, 1832-September 30, 1971; Roll 16, 
Archive Publication M841.
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c AtA l o g u e  n o .  4

Clarkson Crolius  
(1773-1843)

Pastel on paper

Possibly Cheesequake area,  
Middlesex County, New Jersey, 
circa 1817 

28 x 24 inches

Collection of Edward King, Jr.

1. Irwin F. Cortelyou (Mrs.), Micah Williams of New Jersey: Portrait Artist, With a 
Catalogue of His Works. Monmouth County Historical Association, Freehold, NJ, 
Curatorial files: unpublished manuscript, 1974.

2. Theodore Bolton and Irwin F. Cortelyou, Ezra Ames of Albany: Portrait Painter 
(New York, NY: New-York Historical Society, 1955).

3. M. Lelyn Branin, The Early Makers of Handcrafted Earthenware and Stoneware in 
Central and Southern New Jersey (Rutherford, NJ: Fairleigh Dickinson University 
Press, 1988) 35.

In the early 1970s, art historian Irwin F. Cortelyou 
compiled a checklist of known Micah Williams portraits 
as part of her research. (1) In her entry for this work, Mrs. 
Cortelyou identified the sitter as Clarkson Crolius. A direct 
descendant of the sitter owned the portrait at that time. 
Cortelyou also noted the sitter’s marked resemblance to a 
portrait of Clarkson Crolius by New York itinerant artist 
Ezra Ames (1768-1836) in the collection of the New-York 
Historical Society. (2)

The portrait by Williams depicts a sturdy older man with 
graying hair and dark brown eyes set into a broad face with 
pronounced grooves running along either side of his mouth. 
The sitter, his black waistcoat buttoned up so high as to 
allow only a glimpse of snowy shirtfront and stock, chose 
to hold a large, narrow book, which by its shape might have 
been an account book or business ledger. The book’s figured 
reddish-brown leather cover echoed the same tone used for 
the chair in which the subject was seated.

Clarkson Crolius worked in the New York stoneware 
pottery business begun by his grandfather, Johan William 
Crolius. There are indications that the Crolius potters 
were involved with the Morgan Pottery of Cheesequake in 
Middlesex County in the late eighteenth century, possibly 
renting from or running the pottery for the Morgan family 
after Captain James Morgan’s death. (3) Clarkson Crolius 
lived most of his life in New York City but visited Middlesex 
County long enough to have had his portrait made.
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c AtA l o g u e  n o .  5

Rebecca Crawford Conover 
(1812-1897)

Pastel on paper

Monmouth County, New Jersey,  
dated 1819 

23 ³⁄16 x 19 inches

Private Collection

Micah Williams produced this portrait of seven year old Rebecca 
Crawford Conover in 1819. The portrait has a small oval panel pasted in the 
lower right corner containing her initials and the year in which the portrait 
was completed. The oval appears to use the same pigments as the portrait 
itself, indicating that Micah Williams created this element, most likely  
at the request of Rebecca’s father, Hendrick Conover. 

It was an inscription on a portrait of Rebecca’s father, Hendrick (sometimes 
noted as Henry) Conover that led early scholars to believe Henry Conover 
was the name of the artist. When art historian Irwin F. Cortelyou examined 
similar portraits attributed to Conover, she discovered inscriptions that clearly 
indicated a man named Micah Williams was the creator of these works. The 
portrait of Henry Conover is currently unlocated. (1)

1. Irwin F. Cortelyou, “Henry Conover: 
Sitter, Not Artist,” Antiques 66, No. 6 
(December 1954) 481.
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c AtA l o g u e  n o .  7

Williampe Hendrickson  
Longstreet Pitney  
(1761-1837)

Pastel on paper

Pleasant Valley (now Holmdel),  
Monmouth County, New Jersey,  
circa 1818 -1820 

28 ³⁄4 x 24 7⁄8 inches

From the Collection of the  
Monmouth County Park System

c AtA l o g u e  n o .  8

Hendrick Longstreet 
(1785-1860)

Pastel on paper

Pleasant Valley (now Holmdel),  
Monmouth County, New Jersey,  
circa 1818-1820 

28 ³⁄4 x 24 7⁄8 inches

From the Collection of the  
Monmouth County Park System

The image of Williampe Pitney 
(Catalogue No. 7) is one of two versions  
of Williampe and was probably  
commissioned by her son, Hendrick 
Longstreet, who sat for his own  
portrait at the same time. Hendrick’s 
portrait depicts the farmer in his 
best clothes, against a rich blue-green 
background. Successful farmers and 
their families made up a good portion 
of the artist’s Monmouth County 
clientele. Williams also created a 
portrait of Hendrick’s wife, Mary 
Longstreet, now in the collection of  
the New Jersey State Museum. 

c AtA l o g u e  n o . 6 

Williampe Hendrickson  
Longstreet Pitney  
(1761-1837)

Pastel on paper

Pleasant Valley (now Holmdel),  
Monmouth County, New Jersey, 
circa 1818 -1820 

30 1⁄8 x 26 1⁄8 inches

Monmouth County Historical Association:  
Gift of Mrs. J. Amory Haskell, 1937
L1984.501

Williampe Hendrickson, in her 
mid-fifties at the time of this portrait, 
wore garments that indicated conserva-
tive tastes. She wore her close-fitting 
plain cap tied snugly under her chin. 
Williampe layered two shawls atop her 
black dress: a white kerchief, possibly 
of linen, and a dark gray shawl with fine 
fringe along its edges, possibly of silk. 
The blacks, grays, and browns of this quiet 
and sensitive portrait indicate the artist’s  
mastery of an almost monochromatic 
palette, capturing the quiet dignity of 
this older woman.

Williampe was the daughter of Hendrick 
Hendrickson (1737-1811) and Lydia 
Covenhoven (1738-1802). She married 
Aaron Longstreet (1753-1800) on 9 March 
1778. The couple had five children. Aaron 
Longstreet died in 1800 at the age of 

forty-seven. His widow married a second 
time to Dr. Aaron Pitney (d. 1815). (1)

Williampe’s father, Hendrick Hendrick-
son, built the original structure now 
known as Longstreet Farm on the corner  
of Roberts Road in Holmdel. The house  
is still standing and is part of the 
Monmouth County Park System. In 
1806, Hendrick deeded the house and 
property to his grandson, Williampe’s 
son Hendrick.(2)

There are two known portraits of 
Williampe by Micah Williams. The 
first is in the collection of Monmouth 
County Historical Association, while 
the second portrait is in the collection 
of the Monmouth County Park System.  
Micah Williams did not merely copy a 
single image but created two distinctly 
different likenesses of Williampe. 

Although the subject wore the same 
outfit in both portraits, the two versions 
are mirror images of one another. The 
background in each portrait is quite 
different, with a vivid blue green in one 
and a much darker blue in the other. The 
Association’s version above is oriented to 
the viewer’s right, while the Monmouth 
County Park System’s portrait of 
Williampe (Catalogue No. 7) is oriented 
to the viewer’s left.  It is unknown which 
of the two likenesses of Williampe the 
artist created first.

1. George C. Beekman, Early Dutch Settlers  
of Monmouth County New Jersey (New Orleans: 
Polyanthos Books, 1974 reprint of 1915 
original) 131.

2. Franklin Ellis, History of Monmouth County 
New Jersey (Cottonport, LA: Polyanthos 
Books for the Shrewsbury Historical Society, 
1974 reprint of 1890 original) 298.
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John Samuel Holmes was a descendant  
of Monmouth County’s well-known early  
settlers, Richard and Penelope Van 
Princis Stout. (1) Holmes led an energetic 
political life, serving as a member of 
the New Jersey Assembly in 1810-11 and 
again in 1813-14, representing Monmouth 
County. He achieved the rank of Major 
while serving in the local militia. (2)

John Samuel Holmes married Sarah 
(Sally) Hendrickson (1767-1824) sometime 
before 1792, most likely in 1791. The 
couple had six children. Holmes began 
his career as a merchant in Holmdel 
village, for a time living at the “Academy,” 
a farmhouse in Holmdel village opposite 
the present church building. In 1810, for 
the sum of one dollar, he purchased the 
farm “Old Kaintuck” from his brother  

c AtA l o g u e  n o .  9

Major John Samuel Holmes  
(1762-1821)

Pastel on paper

Holmdel area, Monmouth County,  
New Jersey, circa 1819 

30 ³⁄4 x 26 5⁄8 inches 

Monmouth County Historical Association: 
Gift of Joseph H. Holmes and  
Mrs. Kathryn Holmes, 1931
58 [31]

c AtA l o g u e  n o .  1 0

Sarah (Sally) Hendrickson Holmes 
(1767-1824)

Pastel on paper

Holmdel area, Monmouth County,  
New Jersey, circa 1819 

30 ³⁄8 x 26 5⁄8 inches

Monmouth County Historical Association: 
Gift of Joseph H. Holmes and  
Mrs. Kathryn Holmes, 1931
59 [31]

Samuel Holmes (1766-1844). John  
and Sarah lived on the farm until their 
deaths. (3 )  The two portraits may have 
been included in the 1821 estate inventory 
which listed “1 looking glass & 2  
picture frames,” and given a value of 
two dollars. (4)

Sarah’s own father, Daniel Hendrickson, 
(1736-1799) was also active in Monmouth 
County public life. He served as Speaker 
of the New Jersey Assembly in 1784 and 
was nicknamed “Old Copperbottom” 
during his years as Colonel in the 
Monmouth County militia during the 
American Revolution. ( 5 )

On occasion, Micah Williams produced 
copies of his portraits upon request.
These portraits reproduced here are in 

the collection of Monmouth County 
Historical Association. Virtually 
identical portraits, also in pastel, of John 
and Sarah Holmes are in the collection 
of the Memorial Art Gallery of the 
University of Rochester, New York. It 
is unknown which pair of portraits was 
created first. The artist’s style remained 
consistent through twenty years, and it 
is possible that one of John’s and Sally’s 
children requested duplicates of the 
portraits for their own home. Both pairs 
of likenesses remained in the Holmes 
family until being donated to museums 
by direct descendants.

1. John E. Stillwell, Historical and  
Genealogical Miscellany (Baltimore, MD: 
Genealogical Publishing Company, 1970) 
Vol. 3, 333, 348. 

2. Stillwell, Vol. 3, 348.

3. “Holmes Family Portraits Help Tell  
the Story of Monmouth,”  
Asbury Park Press 21 May 1944.  
Monmouth County Historical Association: 
Library and Archives.

4. John S. Holmes will and inventory. 
9399M. Inv1822. New Jersey State 
Archives, Trenton, NJ.

5. Stillwell, Vol. 3, 348.
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c AtA l o g u e  n o .  12

Mary Hulse

Pastel on paper

Probably Freehold area,  
Monmouth County, New Jersey,  
circa 1819-1820 

22 ¾ x 20 ¾ inches

Collection of Edward King, Jr.

Micah Williams had an exceptional 
gift in imbuing the portraits of children 
with the same care, dignity, and 
observation as he did the portraits of 
his adult subjects. The self-possessed 
little girl in this portrait is identified as 
Mary Hulse, a member of the Freehold 
area branch of the Hulse family. Mary 
appears to have been approximately ten 
years old at the time of her portrait. 
Mary was a common name within the 
Hulse family, and there are at least three 
little girls of similar ages who could be 
the subject of this portrait.

Mary’s olive green dress, with its high 
waist ornamented with a small bow and  
long sleeves ending in ruffles, resembled 
in every detail the dresses of adult women  
of the time period. Mary wore a ruffled 
white collar, probably made by her  

mother. She also wore several pieces  
of jewelry, including small earrings and  
a fine double gold chain necklace.

Mary’s dark hair was arranged elaborately  
in heavy, long curls. One of her small  
hair combs was slightly crooked, with a 
portion of the comb’s teeth visible against  
her forehead. These small discrepancies –  
a fold in a ribbon sash, a shawl slightly 
askew – appeared every so often in 
Micah Williams’ portraits, giving the 
subjects a charming humanity and 
indicating the artist’s observational talents.

 

c AtA l o g u e  n o .  11

Dr. Jacobus Hubbard, Jr.  
(1774 -1847)

Pastel on paper

Tinton Falls, Monmouth County,  
New Jersey, circa 1819 

29 7⁄8 x 26 1⁄8 inches

Monmouth County Historical Association: 
Gift of Mr. Robert M. Hubbard  
In Memory of Dr. Charles Cooke  
Hubbard, DDS, MDS, 1936
958 [36]

Dr. Jacobus Hubbard Jr. was the son of Dr. Jacobus 
Hubbard Sr. (1744-1807) and Rebecca Swart (1739-1819). 
Hubbard Sr. was born in Gravesend, Long Island. He 
apprenticed with Dr. Clark of Freehold, Monmouth County, 
New Jersey beginning in 1760. (1) Hubbard Sr. served as a  
doctor in the Continental Army during the American 
Revolution. His son was born on the family farm in Holmdel, 
Monmouth County, New Jersey. 

Hubbard Jr. graduated from the University of Pennsylvania 
and joined his father’s practice. He moved briefly to 
Gravesend, Long Island, before returning to set up practice 
in Tinton Falls.  Hubbard Jr. was one of the founding 
members of the Monmouth Medical Society. He served as 
its treasurer in 1816, its secretary in 1819, vice president in 
1820, and as president from 1827 to 1828. (2)

The portrait depicts a stocky, strongly featured man in his 
mid-forties, with a monochromatic palette of dark browns 
and black. Williams added his typical artistic touches, 
including crows’ feet at the corners of Hubbard’s eyes, slight 

1. Stephen Wicks, History of Medicine  
in New Jersey and of Its Medical Men  
(Newark, 1879) 100.

2. Franklin Ellis, History of Monmouth  
County, New Jersey (Cottonport, LA: 
Polyanthos Books for Shrewsbury  
Historical Society, 1974 reprint of 1885 
original publication) 317-324.

furrows between the eyebrows, and more than a hint of a 
five o’clock shadow on the sitter’s upper lip. A detail hints 
at an early tragedy: the small mourning pin on the front of 
Hubbard’s shirt contained a plait of dark brown hair from 
his first wife, Katie Hendrickson. Jacobus and Katie were 
married circa 1797. Less than a year later, Katie died in 
childbirth with the couple’s only child. Thirty-one years 
after the death of his first wife, Hubbard married Charlotte 
Corlies (1791-1873) on 4 November 1829.

Williams completed at least five portraits of closely related 
Hubbard family members, including Dr. Hubbard’s younger 
brother, Samuel Hubbard (Catalogue No. 39), Samuel’s 
wife  Margaret Hubbard (Catalogue No. 40), Samuel and 
Margaret’s daughter Rebecca Hubbard (Catalogue No. 41), 
and Margaret’s parents, John and Catherine Stoutenborough 
(Catalogue Nos. 33 and 34). 
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c AtA l o g u e  n o .  14

Daniel I. Schenck  
(1778-1858)

Pastel on paper

Pleasant Valley (now Holmdel),  
Monmouth County, New Jersey, 
dated 25 May 1819 

31 1⁄2 x 27 1⁄2  inches

Private Collection

c AtA l o g u e  n o .  15

Eleanor Schenck Schenck  
(? - 1858)

Pastel on paper

Pleasant Valley (now Holmdel),  
Monmouth County, New Jersey, 
dated 25 May 1819 

31 1⁄2 x 28  inches

Private Collection

Daniel I. Schenck (who occasionally 
spelled his surname “Schanck”) was the 
sixth child of Captain John Schenck 
(1745-1834) of Revolutionary War fame. 
Daniel married his first cousin, Eleanor 
Schenck, and the couple had no children. 
Daniel’s younger brother, DeLafayette 
Schenck (Catalogue No. 54), also had his 
portrait taken by Micah Williams a full 
eight years after that of Daniel. Daniel’s 
portrait retains an ink inscription written 
on a small piece of paper glued to the 
back which reads “Daniel I. Schenck, 
aged 37, taken May 25, 1819,” while 
Eleanor’s portrait is inscribed “Eleanor 

c AtA l o g u e  n o .  13

John Schenck  
(March 1807-?)

Pastel on paper

Pleasant Valley (now Holmdel),  
Monmouth County, New Jersey, 
circa 1816-1821

26 1⁄8 x 22 3⁄4 inches

Monmouth County Historical Association: 
Gift of Mrs. J. Amory Haskell, 1941
1638 [41]

This self-possessed and handsome young boy is John Schenck, son of Monmouth 
County silversmith John Schenck (1774-1864) and his wife Micha Van Nuyse Schenck  
(d. 1825). (1) Young John’s father was noted Monmouth County silversmith John 
Schenck. Born in Monmouth County, the elder Schenck learned the silver trade from 
his older brother, Garret. He worked with his brother in New York until 1799, when 
he moved his family back to Middletown Point, now Matawan. (2) Williams produced 
portraits of two of the silversmith’s brothers, DeLafayette (Catalogue No. 54) and Daniel 
(Catalogue No. 14). It is likely that the artist created images of young John’s parents, 
but these have not been identified.

Young John Schenck, between nine and twelve years old at the time of his portrait,  
wore a bright yellow figured silk waistcoat under his black coat. Williams included 
small yet fascinating details, including the handsome little “M” shaped notch in 
John’s coat lapels.  

1. Anne Pette Miles, Monmouth 
Families (New Jersey: Anne Pette  
Miles, 1980) 7-13.

2. James S. Brown, “Garret and 
John Schanck, Joseph and Teunis 
Denis Dubois: Silversmiths,” 
Silver (Vol. XIV, No. 2) 
March-April 1981. 10-15.

Schenck, aged 36 years 4 months / taken 
May 25, 1819.”  The name Daniel was a 
popular one within the Schenck family. 
Williams produced two other portraits 
of sitters named Daniel Schenck, all 
cousins within the Monmouth County 
Schenck family.

These two likenesses stand out  
among the artist’s work because of the 
sophisticated handling of the sitters’ 
facial features and the brilliant blue 
background used in each image. The 
rich tone highlights and emphasizes 
Daniel’s and Eleanor’s pale blue eyes.
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c AtA l o g u e  n o .  17

Catherine Smock Schenck 
(1775 -1839)

Pastel on paper

Pleasant Valley (now Holmdel),  
Monmouth County, New Jersey, 
circa 1819-1821

30 7⁄8  x 26 ³⁄4 inches

Everhart Museum of Natural History,  
Science and Art, Scranton, PA:  
Gift of Mrs. John Law Robertson

In his early forties at the time of his 
portrait, Daniel wore a brown coat, a 
less typical color than the more popular 
black or blue tones. Williams exhibited 
his mastery of a limited color palette 
in this work, highlighting the various 
brown tones in the sitter’s coat, hair 
and background with the warm, ruddy 
skin tones, dark blue eyes, and stylish 
yellow striped silk waistcoat.

Catherine posed for her portrait simply 
dressed, but with elegant touches.  
Her day cap was suitable for a woman 
in her forties. Instead of the more 
typical black dress, Catherine opted for 
a gown of rich bottle green. She wore 
her bright white kerchief tucked into 
the bodice of her high waisted dress 
and pinned with a small oval brooch. 

The brooch was bordered in black, and 
on close inspection the mottling in the  
center seems to depict a small braid 
of dark brown hair. The black border 
indicates that this was a piece of 
mourning jewelry. It may have 
contained a lock of hair from Catherine’s 
first son John, who died in 1798 at the  
age of four. Catherine also wore a 
beautiful short necklace of large black 
beads, possibly made of jet, each with 
tiny dagged edged gold caps.

c AtA l o g u e  n o .  16

Captain Daniel I. Schenck 
(1777-1845)

Pastel on paper

Pleasant Valley (now Holmdel),  
Monmouth County, New Jersey, 
circa 1819-1821 

30 7⁄8 x 26 7⁄8 inches

Everhart Museum of Natural History,  
Science and Art, Scranton, PA:  
Gift of Mrs. John Law Robertson

In 1946, American folk art collector Mrs. John Law Robertson donated two early 
nineteenth century pastel portraits of an unknown man and woman to the Everhart 
Museum of Natural History, Science and Art in Scranton, Pennsylvania. The artist was 
unidentified. In 2009, research on the part of the curators at both the Everhart Museum 
and Monmouth County Historical Association revealed that the portraits were the 
work of artist Micah Williams. The man’s image is identical to that in an oil portrait 
of Monmouth County resident Daniel I. Schenck (Catalogue No. 59) attributed to Micah 
Williams, at that time in the collection of George and Mary Lou Strong. After many 
years of anonymity, the man and woman in the portraits donated by Mrs. Robertson were 
finally identified as Daniel I. Schenck and his wife, Catherine Smock Schenck.

The connection between the pastel portrait of Daniel I. Schenck and the oil portrait 
of the same sitter remains a mystery. There are other instances when Micah Williams 

created copies of portraits, but this is 
the only example of an earlier pastel 
image being reproduced in oil. It is 
possible that one of Daniel I. Schenck’s 
family members requested such a copy 
from the artist.

Daniel I. Schenck was the son of Jan 
(John) Schenck (1722-1808) and Eleanor 
(Nellie) Bennett Schenck (1728-1810). 
One of twelve children and the youngest 
son, Daniel was born on his parents’ 
farm in Pleasant Valley, now Holmdel, 
in Monmouth County. Daniel married 
Catherine Smock (1775-1839) on 13 
October 1793. After Catherine’s death in 
1839, Daniel married again, this time to 
widow Eliza R. Schenck Conover (1805-?) 
and the couple had no children.
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This is one of the artist’s simpler 
likenesses and depicts a young woman  
of about twenty, neatly and simply 
dressed. Her hair was arranged in a 
fashionable but restrained style, with a  
small curved tortoiseshell comb holding 
the coil of hair atop her head. Simple 
clusters of short curls were held in place  
on either side of her temples by a pair of  
flat combs. Williams used a soft, midtoned  
blue for the peaceful background, echoing  
the sitter’s lovely blue eyes.

An inscription on the back of the  
frame reads “Perth Amboy Oct. 4, 1818.”  
The woman in this portrait is not 
specifically identified, but was one of a 
larger group of Smalley family portraits 
owned by Connecticut antiques dealer 
Florene Maine.

During the artist’s most active period 
in Monmouth County, between 1819 
and 1821, Williams produced at least 
four pastel portraits of Smalley family 
members. These four images appeared 
in a 1976 advertisement in Antiques 
magazine, but their current whereabouts 
are unknown. (1) The Smalleys were 
related through marriage to many of the 
Smocks, Schencks, and Conovers and 
were part of the extensive “family web” 
which provided the artist with continued 
and profitable patronage.

c AtA l o g u e  n o .  18

Woman of the Smalley Family

Pastel on paper

Perth Amboy, Middlesex County,  
New Jersey, dated 4 October 1818 

29 x 24 5⁄8 inches

Collection of Edward King, Jr.

1. Florene Maine, advertisement. Antiques, July 1976: 11.
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Less than four months after the portrait 
was completed, Elenor died and was 
laid to rest in the Old Brick churchyard. 
Sarah died six years later in 1825 at the 
age of thirty-nine, less than four months 
after her last child. Her death may have 
resulted from lingering complications 
during or after childbirth.  Aaron was 
left a widower with ten children, ranging 
in age from twenty-one year old Garret 
to four month old Eleanor.  

Aaron died unexpectedly in 1835 at 
the age of fifty-two. His death was 
mentioned in the diary of Reverend 
Garret Schanck, pastor of the Old 
Brick Church, where Aaron had been 
such a fixture for so many years. (6) 
The portraits of Aaron and his wife 
and baby girl were included in Aaron’s 
estate inventory, described as “2 family 
likenesses,” and were given a value of 
six dollars. (7) 

c AtA l o g u e  n o .  19

Sarah Conover Schenck Smock 
(1786 -1825)  
and Baby Elenor  
(18 June 1818 -13 April 1819)

Pastel on paper

Freehold, Monmouth County,  
New Jersey, circa January 1819 

29 5⁄8 x 26 ³⁄8 inches

Monmouth County Historical Association: 
Gift of Sarena V. Roome, 1957
1982.417

1. Ann Pette Miles, Monmouth County 
Families (Virginia: Ann Pette Miles, 1980) 
75-76.

2. John C. Smock, M.D., Genealogical 
Notes on the Smock Family in the United States 
(Albany, NY: Frederick S. Hills, 1922) 33.

3. Monmouth farmers dug marl from 
various areas within the county to use 
as a natural fertilizer and soil enhancer. 
Glauconite, also known as greendsand marl 
or simply marl, originated from marine 
deposits left behind during the Cretaceous 
Period. Monmouth County soils were 
particularly high in marl concentrations, 
making it excellent farmland for crops and 
orchards. J. C. F. Tedrow, Greensand and 
Greensand Soils of New Jersey: A Review (New 
Brunswick, NJ: Department of Ecology, 
Evolution, and Natural Resources, Rutgers 
University, 2002) 3. 

4. Caroline F. Sloat, Meet Your Neighbors: 
New England Portraits, Painters, &Society 
1790-1850 (Sturbridge, Massachusetts:  
Old Sturbridge Village, 1993) 13.

5. Martha Gandy Fales, Jewelry in America 
1600-1900 (Suffolk, England: Antique 
Collectors’ Club, 1995) 59.

6. Partial transcription of the Journal of 
the Reverend Garret Schanck, typewritten 
manuscript, Monmouth County Historical  
Association: Library and Archives. 
Schanck’s entry for 18 August 1835 includes 
the comment “ . . . Mr. Aaron Smock died 
suddenly at 2 p.m . . . ” Reverend Schenck 
and Aaron Smock were related through 
both blood and marriage.

7. Estate of Aaron Smock, 10246M  
2 October 1835, New Jersey State Archives, 
Trenton, NJ.

c AtA l o g u e  n o .  2 0

Aaron Smock 
(1783 -1835)

Pastel on paper

Freehold, Monmouth County,  
New Jersey, circa January 1819 

29 7⁄8 x 26 inches

Monmouth County Historical Association: 
Gift of Sarena V. Roome, 1957
1982.416

These portraits of Aaron Smock and Sarah with baby Elenor are two of the most  
poignant of the surviving images by Micah Williams. The story behind each image is as  
important as the artwork itself. 

Aaron Smock, nicknamed “Orrie,” served as a Lieutenant during the War of 1812 and was 
stationed at Sandy Hook Fort. (1) Aaron married Sarah Conover Schenck (1786-1825) on  
24 November 1804. The couple had ten children including Garret, Sarah Ann, Jane Schenck, 
Daniel Polhemus, Elizabeth, William Henry, Elenor (the infant depicted in the portrait), 
Aaron A., John A., and Eleanor Schenck. (2) 

Aaron was progressive and worked actively in stock breeding and horticulture. He developed 
the “Smock” peach and the “Orange Pippin” apple; he bred sheep and helped to develop a  
lucrative spring lamb market with New York City butchers; and he was one of the first farmers  
in the area to use greensand marl on his fields as fertilizer. (3) Aaron and Sarah  were members 
of the Old Brick Dutch Reformed Church in Freehold, now Marlboro. Smock served as an 
elder, a deacon, and a member of the church choir for many years. 

Aaron’s portrait depicted a serious and successful farmer and community leader, holding a 
small closed book in his left hand. Although a number of portraits by itinerant artists depicted 
male subjects holding related tools of their trades, virtually no farmer chose to be visually 
recorded holding a farm tool. (4)

Sarah and her seventh child, daughter 
Elenor, posed together in one of the 
finest mother and child portraits 
produced by Micah Williams. Sarah’s 
clothes and accessories reflected her 
position in society as a matron and 
her husband’s economic position as a 
successful farmer. The peach Sarah 
and Elenor held between them was 
a delicate reference to Aaron’s fruit 
orchards. Sarah chose numerous pieces 
of jewelry for her portrait including 
earrings, a double strand necklace, and 
multiple rings. Baby Elenor had the 
same steady gaze as her mother. She 
wore a lovely little ruffled cap, most 
likely made by Sarah, and a strand of 
coral beads around her neck. Coral was 
a popular choice for children’s jewelry 
as it was thought to impart protection 
against sickness. (5)

Between early 1819 and 1824, Micah 
Williams produced a group of at least 
twenty-eight related family portraits of 
Smocks, Schencks, Conovers, Smalleys, 
and Vanderveers, all of whom were 
related either through birth or marriage.
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c AtA l o g u e  n o .  2 2

Infant with a Peach

Pastel on paper

New Jersey, circa 1819-1821

27 ³⁄8  x 22 5⁄8 inches

Collection of Edward King, Jr.

This self-possessed infant is one of the youngest individual Williams portrait 
subjects yet identified. Most often, infants appeared with their mothers. In this 
instance, however, the infant’s unknown parents chose to have Williams capture 
their baby’s likeness in its own portrait. Dressed in a simple white long gown, 
with dagged edged and ruffled sleeves and a close-fitting ruffled cap, the infant 
was placed in an attractive, and clearly child sized, thumb back chair, ornamented 
with a stenciled design along the back rail with touches of yellow paint on the 
front turnings. The infant’s mother fastened a strand of large beads around the 
baby’s neck.

The peach the infant clutched in its chubby hands may indicate that the baby’s 
father was one of the artist’s many patrons who made a living as a farmer and 
orchardist. In at least two other portraits, a peach appeared as both prop and 
visual reference to the family’s orchards.

c AtA l o g u e  n o .  2 1

Ellen L. Vanderveer 
(1816-1846)

Pastel on paper

Marlboro area, Monmouth  
County, New Jersey, circa 1819 

23 x 21 inches

Private Collection

This likeness of three year old Ellen Vanderveer is one of the more dramatic 
among the child portraits of Micah Williams. Her vivid blue dress provided a 
wonderful backdrop for the peach she held in her hands. The peach displayed the 
artist’s trademark serrated leaves. Ellen’s hair was cut short and carefully arranged 
in a simple fringe at the sides of her face, and she wore a thin bead chain looped 
twice around her neck. Williams chose an unusually deep and highly contrasting 
background for Ellen’s portrait. The little girl’s figure seems to glow against the 
mysterious darkness.

The peach Ellen held was more than just a simple prop. Ellen’s father, David R. 
Vanderveer (1793 - ?), was a farmer and orchardist who raised peaches on the 
family land. In 1836 Ellen married Monmouth County resident Jacob Covenhoven 
(1810-1846). The couple had three children. 
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This softly colored portrait depicts 
a little girl of four or five years of age. 
Her pale pink dress was edged with two 
narrow rows of pleated ruffles, with 
a small strand of coral beads echoing 
the warm pink tone of her dress. The 
chair in which the unknown child sat 
provides an interesting glimpse into 
the furnishings of her parents’ home. 
Painted white, the child sized chair 

c AtA l o g u e  n o .  2 3

Little Boy in a Green Suit

Pastel on paper

Possibly Monmouth or  
Middlesex County, New Jersey 
circa 1818-1823 

27 1⁄2 x 23 1⁄2 inches

Private Collection

One of the artist’s most vivid pastel portraits, this handsome little boy, about four  
years of age, was dressed in an emerald green “skeleton suit.” A skeleton suit consisted 
of a jacket and trousers buttoned at the waistband, worn over a lightweight shirt with  
a ruffled collar. Skeleton suits remained popular (at least, with the mothers of little boys)  
from the late eighteenth to the early nineteenth century. (1) Although fruit appears in 
numerous portraits by Williams, this little boy was the only one of the artist’s subjects 
to hold an orange in his hand.

1. Elizabeth Ewing, History of Children’s Costume (New York: Charles Scribner’s Sons, 1977) 47-48.

c AtA l o g u e  n o.  2 4

Little Girl in a Pink Dress

Pastel on paper

New Jersey, circa 1818-1825

23 7⁄8 x 19 1⁄2 inches

Private Collection

was decoratively painted with touches 
of yellow. Williams placed his subject 
against a soft blue background, gently 
contrasting with the warm pinks and 
corals of the subject and her dress. 
The book in her hand is an interesting 
choice for someone so young. It may 
indicate that even at such a young age, 
the little girl was able to read.
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c AtA l o g u e  n o .  2 6

Woman in a Green Dress

Pastel on paper

Probably New Jersey, 
circa 1819-1822

30 x 25 ³⁄4 inches

Collection of Edward King, Jr.

This stunning portrait is a  
masterwork of color and composition. 
Williams was at his best in capturing 
the many details emphasizing this 
elegant woman’s personality.  Accepted 
fashion in the early nineteenth century 
was highly structured and narrowly 
defined. However, Williams’ portraits 
show female sitters in a wide array 
of styles even within the accepted 
boundaries of taste.

This unknown young woman, between 
the ages of twenty and twenty-five, 
wore her blonde hair in an eccentric 
style. A broad coil of hair looped over 
the right side of her head, held in place 
with a tilted tortoiseshell comb, with 
two small curls over her right eyebrow. 

1. Mrs. Bury Palliser, History of Lace  
(New York: Dover Publications, 1984  
reprint of 1911 original) 186-7, 408.

The most striking aspect of this 
portrait is the richness of the sitter’s 
bold green dress in contrast to her 
black lace shawl and jewelry.  She wore 
an elaborate white ruffled collar, with 
four distinct layers. She tucked white 
undersleeves, or cuffs, beneath the 
ruffled wrists of her dress.  

Ann Van Mater (Catalogue No. 29), 
who sat for her portrait by Micah 
Williams in 1820, wore a very similar 
black lace shawl. With the introduction 
of machine-made net lace in 1815 in 
France, lace shawls became popular 
and affordable by Americans eager to 
purchase French imports. (1)  

The woman’s jewelry provided additional 
contrast. Her bold black three strand 

choker style necklace was fastened  
with a large gold clasp. The bracelet 
worn on the outside of her ruffled 
cuff was similarly constructed.  The 
sitter wore two rings on her left hand: 
a narrow gold band with a thin black 
center on her ring finger and a larger 
gold ring with a black center stone  
on her index finger.  

c AtA l o g u e  n o .  2 5

A Trenton Gentleman

Pastel on paper

Possibly Monmouth County,  
New Jersey, after 21 December 1818 

31 x 27 inches

Collection of Edward King, Jr.

The handsome and well-dressed gentleman in this portrait may be related to the 
Monmouth County Smock family. He bears more than a passing resemblance to  
identified Smock family members in Micah Williams portraits, including the likeness 
of Aaron Smock (Catalogue No. 19).

This portrait was once owned by noted art historian James Thomas Flexner (1908-2003).  
Flexner was influential in American art history and was enthusiastic about the work 
of folk portrait artists including Micah Williams. He titled this likeness A Trenton 
Gentleman based on the portrait’s newspaper lining sheet, a page from the Trenton-based 
publication The True American, dated 21 December 1818.
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c AtA l o g u e  n o .  2 8

Gilbert Van Mater 
(1762-1832)

Pastel on paper

Middletown area, Monmouth County, 
New Jersey, after December 1820 

31 ³⁄4 x 26 5⁄8 inches

Monmouth County Historical Association: 
Bequest of Henry W. Disbrow, 1836
1984.525.4

c AtA l o g u e  n o .  2 9

Ann Vandervoort Rapalye Van Mater
(1769-1857)

Pastel on paper

Middletown area, Monmouth County, 
New Jersey, after December 1820 

30 5⁄8 x 26 1⁄2 inches

Monmouth County Historical Association: 
Bequest of Henry W. Disbrow, 1936
1984.525.2

Micah Williams, like other  
itinerant artists, offered his patrons a  
choice of backgrounds for their portraits. 
Husband and wife Gilbert and Ann Van  
Mater decided upon elegant drapery 
swags for their portraits. The artist 
produced numerous Van Mater family 
likenesses in addition to those of 
Gilbert and Ann, including two of 
Gilbert’s sisters, a brother-in-law, two 
married daughters, and a cousin. Several 
of Gilbert’s relatives chose elaborate 
exterior landscape backdrops, while 
Gilbert’s two daughters were depicted 
against Williams’ more usual monochro-
matic backgrounds.

Gilbert Van Mater was one of five 
children and the only son of Daniel Van 
Mater (1728-1786) and Mary (Maria) 
Covenhoven (1737-1767). After the death 
of his first wife, Margaret Sprague, in 
1798, Gilbert remarried in 1808 to  
Ann Vandervoort Rapalye, a Long Island 
resident. For many years, the portrait 
of Ann was misidentified as Margaret 
Sprague. (1)

1. Henry B. Hoff, “Van Mater Family Record,” The New 
York Genealogical and Biographical Record, Vol. 122, No. 3, 
July 1991, 150-1.

2. George C. Beekman, Early Dutch Settlers of Monmouth 
County, New Jersey (New Orleans, LA: Polyanthos 
Books, 1974 reprint of 1915 second edition original) 74. 

Gilbert’s and Ann’s costumes of sober 
black and white contrasted vividly 
against the rich yellow and orange of 
their backgrounds. Both portraits are 
examples of Micah Williams’ excellent 
Monmouth County portraiture. It is  
Ann’s portrait in which Williams 
achieved some of his most brilliant work.  
The older woman’s lined and aged face 
was handled with great sensitivity. The 
level of detail in this particular portrait 
is exceptional. Williams even included 
tiny corneal blood vessels in the corner 
of Ann’s eyes, noticeable only upon very 
close inspection. The artist depicted 
the black on black combination of Ann’s 
black lace shawl over her black silk dress 
with confidence and success.

c AtA l o g u e  n o .  2 7

Sarah Van Mater Disbrow  
(1793-1875)

Pastel on paper

Possibly New Brunswick area,  
Middlesex County, New Jersey,  
after December 1820 

30 ³⁄4 x 26 1⁄2 inches

Monmouth County Historical Association: 
Bequest of Henry W. Disbrow, 1936
1984.525.1

Sarah Van Mater Disbrow was 
the daughter of Gilbert Van Mater 
(Catalogue No. 28) and his first wife 
Margaret Sprague Van Mater (1763-1798). 
In 1812 Sarah married John Henry 
Disbrow (d. 1837), her first cousin and son 
of her father’s sister, Sarah (Catalogue 
No. 32), who had her own likeness 
taken by Williams during the same 
time period. Sarah and John settled in 
South Amboy, New Jersey. They had six 
children, none of whom married.

Because Sarah and Henry were married 
when Micah Williams created this image, 
it would have been typical for the artist 
to create a portrait of John as well. John’s 
likeness, however, has not been located. 

The image includes fashion choices 
both appropriate and available to a 
woman in Sarah’s economic and social 
position. Her rich brown hair was 
curled in small clusters at her temples. 
A heavy braid was coiled atop her head 
and held in place by a boldly figured 
tortoiseshell comb. Over her white 
dress, Sarah wore a blue silk spencer, a 
type of overbodice or jacket popular in 
the early nineteenth century. The blue 
spencer echoed the blue of the stylish 
silk handbag she held in her left hand. 
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c AtA l o g u e  n o .  3 1

Micha Van Mater  
(1795- ?)  
and Joseph H. Van Mater  
(1818-1874)

Pastel on paper

Middletown area, Monmouth County, 
New Jersey, after December 1820 

30 1⁄8  x 26 ³⁄16 inches

Memorial Art Gallery of the University 
of Rochester, Rochester: Gift of T. 
Windspur Allen in memory of his wife, 
Catherine Holmes Allen

Micha Van Mater was the daughter 
of Gilbert Van Mater (1762-1832) 
(Catalogue No. 28) and his first wife 
Margaret Sprague (1763-1798). Micha 
married a distant cousin, Holmes Van 
Mater. Micha and Holmes had nine 
children. One of a number of closely 
related Van Mater family portraits, this 
double portrait of twenty-five year old 
Micha Van Mater depicts the first-time 
mother with her infant son Joseph.  

Slender Micha wore a black dress, 
suitable for a young married woman. 
Her hair was carefully styled in a coil 
atop her head and held in place by a 

curved tortoiseshell comb. Short curls 
clustered at her temples. A fine white 
double ruffled collar contrasted nicely 
with her dark dress. Sarah wore a thin 
double strand gold necklace and oval 
earrings. She held her sturdy-looking 
infant son Joseph in her arms. He was 
dressed in the typical close fitting and  
heavily embroidered cap and short 
sleeved gown worn by early nineteenth 
century infants. Joseph and Micha held 
a peach between them.  

c AtA l o g u e  n o .  3 0

Joseph C. Van Mater 
(1770 -1832)

Pastel on paper

Tinton Falls or Colts Neck area,  
Monmouth County, New Jersey, 
circa 1820-1821 

30 ³⁄4 x 26 1⁄2 inches

Monmouth County Historical Association: 
Gift of Mr. Harold R. Frick, 1975
1975.16.1

Joseph C. Van Mater was born in  
1770 and married a distant cousin, 
Catharine Van Mater (1784-1804) on  
28 February 1803. The couple was 
married less than a year when Catharine 
died, and Joseph never remarried. 
Joseph Van Mater was related to other 
Van Mater family members who also 
had portraits taken by Micah Williams 
during this time period.

Van Mater owned and farmed a con- 
siderable tract of land, running from 
Tinton Falls to the Holmdel and Colts 
Neck area. Known as “Big Joe” to his 
neighbors, he was the largest slave owner  
north of the Mason-Dixon Line. At one 
point he owned ninety-nine persons. 
(1) Much was made in early Monmouth 
County histories of Van Mater’s  
“kindness” to his slaves, detailing how he 
treated them “like family.” However, as 
directed in his will, Van Mater’s slaves 

1. After Joseph Van Mater’s death, part  
of his property was purchased and became 
the site of the North American Phalanx, 
the most successful American utopian 
community of the nineteenth  century.  
George Kirchmann, “Unsettled Utopias: 
The North American Phalanx and the 
Raritan Bay Union,” New Jersey History  
Vol. 97 (1979) 25-36.

were freed after his death but received  
no financial bequests. Abrupt freedom 
without compensation resulted in fear 
and confusion for many of Van Mater’s 
former slaves. Other Van Mater family 
members provided food, clothing, and 
some monetary assistance to the men and 
women set adrift by Van Mater’s will.

This portrait has much in common with 
the other Van Mater portraits completed 
in the same time period. Joseph posed  
in front of an idealized exterior back- 
ground, with tall leafy trees and a rolling 
grassy hill. 

The condition of Van Mater’s portrait 
today reveals the fragility of pastel 
portraits. Prior to being donated to  
Monmouth County Historical 
Association, the portrait suffered from 
moisture, abrasion, and poor treatment.
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c AtA l o g u e  n o .  3 2

Sarah Van Mater Van Mater  
(1759-1840)

Pastel on paper

Monmouth County, New Jersey,  
after December 1820 

30 ³⁄4 x 26 1⁄2 inches

Monmouth County Historical Association: 
Bequest of Henry W. Disbrow, 1936
1984.525.3

One of a group of at least seven 
closely related family portraits, this 
image depicts sixty-one year old Sarah 
Van Mater. Williams downplayed the 
sitter’s multiple chins with soft tones. 
Sarah’s thin lips, the wrinkles at the 
corners of her eyes, and even the small 
wart high on her right cheek were all 
rendered with skill and compassion.

Sarah’s portrait is one of a handful 
of Williams’ portraits featuring an 
exterior landscape scene. The pair of 
portraits of Sarah’s sister, Mayke Van 
Mater Polhemus Clarke (Catalogue 
No. 37) and Mayke’s husband, George 
Clarke (Catalogue No. 38), also includ-
ed elaborately detailed exterior scenes. 

Sarah’s simple exterior scene included 
rolling hills of soft green grass and a 
pair of trees behind her right shoulder, 

with Williams’ typical serrated leaves. 
Williams rarely included inscriptions 
of any kind within his portraits. Sarah’s 
name in gold lettering across the little 
blue-bound book she held in her right 
hand was an exception.

Sarah married her second cousin, 
Benjamin I. Van Mater, in 1778. 
Benjamin served as a private in the First 
Regiment, Monmouth County Militia, 
under Colonel Asher B. Holmes. He 
may have been present at the Battle of 
Monmouth on 28 June 1778. 

Benjamin and Sarah had six children. 
Their son, Henry (1791-1841), married his 
first cousin, Sarah Van Mater (Catalogue 
No. 27), daughter of Sarah’s brother 
Gilbert, thus making Sarah her niece’s 
mother-in-law as well as her aunt. (1)

1. Henry B. Hoff, “Van Mater Family 
Record,” The New York Genealogical and 
Biographical Record, Vol. 122, No. 3,  
 July 1991, 150-1.
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Catherine Holmes Stoutenborough 
(1765-1838)

Pastel on paper

Middletown or Shrewsbury area,  
Monmouth County, New Jersey,  
circa 1821 

30 1⁄4 x 26 inches

Monmouth County Historical Association: 
Gift of Franklin J. Gronde in Memory  
of His Wife, 1965
1984.526.2

c AtA l o g u e  n o . 3 4

John Stoutenborough
( ? -1839)

Pastel on paper

Middletown or Shrewsbury area,  
Monmouth County, New Jersey,  
circa 1821 

30 1⁄4 x 26 inches

Monmouth County Historical Association: 
Gift of Franklin J. Gronde in Memory of 
His Wife, 1965
1984.526.1

captured the roughened, lined features 
of a man who spent a good portion of  
his life outdoors in all weather.  
Stoutenborough dressed simply for his 
portrait and wore a plain white shirt  
without ruffles or pleats under a black 
waistcoat and coat. His cropped gray 
hair was combed plainly down above 
his forehead. The artist’s work on this 
particular portrait appears almost 
hurried in some areas. There is a 
sketchy quality in the wrinkles and 
folds, without the careful blending in 
much of Williams’ other black on black 
work. The artist worked quickly on 
John’s portrait and probably completed 
it in a single day. 

Williams depicted fifty-six year old 
Catherine with the sensitivity he 
brought to all his portraits of older 
females. He included the lines at the 
corners of her eyes, the grooves on 
either side of her nose, and even a wart 
on her chin, without exaggerating or 
focusing on these elements. Catherine 
wore a black dress with a white kerchief 
tucked into the bodice. She draped a 
sheer black shawl over her shoulders. 
Catherine’s cap was elaborate, with 
ruffles, a bow, and embroidered panels. 
She chose to hold a lovely painted fan  
in her right hand.

These portraits of Monmouth County 
farmer John Stoutenborough and his wife 
Catherine capture the dignity, simplicity, 
and poise of the older couple. Micah 
Williams produced a number of related 
Stoutenborough likenesses including 
John’s and Catherine’s daughter Margaret 
Stoutenborough Hubbard (Catalogue 
No. 40) and their granddaughter Rebecca 
Hubbard (Catalogue No. 41).

John Stoutenborough was the first of 
seven children and the oldest son of 
Anthony Stoutenborough (1720-1783) 
and Mary Sequin (Segang) ( ? - ?) of  
Staten Island.  John married Catherine 
Holmes on 19 April 1785. Catherine 

1. Edward J. Raser, “Records of the Dutch 
Congregations of Freehold and Middletown,” 
The Genealogical Magazine of New Jersey  
(Vol. 36, No. 1) January 1961, 40.

2. John M. Stoutenborough Sr. Will and 
Inventory 10482M. W1839. New Jersey State 
Archives, Trenton, NJ.

was the daughter of Daniel Holmes 
(1721-1813) and Leah Bowne (1736-1813) 
of Holmdel in Monmouth County.

The couple settled on a farm in  
Shrewsbury. John and Catherine had 
eight children. (1)  Catherine died in 
1838. At the time of his death a year 
later, it appeared that John was no 
longer living on the family farm. In his 
will he instructed that the property  
“ . . .  which I lately occupied and is now 
let to Abraham Johnson” be sold. (2)

Sixty-seven year old John posed for this 
portrait with his right hand tucked into 
the front of his black coat. Williams 
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c AtA l o g u e  n o .  3 6

Sarah Peacock Schenck 
(1797-1861)

Pastel on paper

Holmdel or Marlboro area,  
Monmouth County, New Jersey, 
circa 1821 

30 x 27 5⁄8 inches

Monmouth County Historical Association: 
Gift of Mr. and Mrs. William C. Riker, 1973
1973.2

often went to visit it. (2) Jonathan 
and his wife were both buried in the 
cemetery of Old Brick Dutch Reformed 
Church in Freehold, now Marlboro.

Thirty-nine year old Jonathan dressed 
carefully for his portrait, bright brass 
buttons gleaming against his blue coat. 
Atop the finely starched shirtfront ruffles 
he fastened a gold wirework pin in the 
shape of two entwined hearts with a 
small pearl in the center. The pin may 
have been a gift from his wife Sarah.

Sarah Peacock was born in 1797 in 
Monmouth County, and married 
Jonathan at the age of twenty-two. At 
the time she posed for her likeness, 

Sarah was expecting the couple’s first 
child, Elias, who would be born in July 
of 1821. Sarah’s hairstyle and choice 
of dress were those of a young woman 
rather than a matron. Sarah chose to 
wear a lovely necklace of orange tinted 
yellow beads (possibly amber or topaz) 
between shaped gold spacer beads. A 
similar orange colored square cut stone, 
set into a surround of tiny seed pearls, 
dangled from her ear.

Jonathan’s portrait was inscribed on the 
back and reads “JRS Was Born 1782 Wen 
drawed [sic] 1821.” This inscription does 
not appear to have been written by the 
artist. Although Sarah’s portrait is not 

1. Anne Pette Miles, Monmouth Families 
(Virginia: Anne Pette Miles, 1980) 14, 
16. Records indicate that Jonathan also 
spelled his middle name “Ruliff.”

2. George C. Beekman, Early Dutch  
Settlers of Monmouth County, New Jersey  
(New Orleans: Polyanthos Books, 1974 
reprint of 1915 second edition) 15-17.

c AtA l o g u e  n o .  3 5

Jonathan Roelof Schenck 
(1782 -1864)

Pastel on paper

Holmdel or Marlboro area,  
Monmouth County, New Jersey, 
dated 1821 

30 x 26 inches

Monmouth County Historical Association:  
Gift of Mr. and Mrs. William C. Riker, 1973
1973.1

Jonathan Roelof Schenck was the 
fourth of six children of Roelof H. 
Schenck (1752-1800) and Sarah Schenck, 
his cousin (1759-1811). (1) Jonathan 
married Sarah Peacock on 3 March 
1819. The couple had two children.   

Jonathan owned a farm in Marlboro 
which he left to his son Elias. He was 
somewhat of a local character. One 
story related how he had a tombstone 
made for himself, carved and inscribed 
with all but a date of death. He 
installed the stone on his farm and 

dated or inscribed, it was almost certainly 
produced at the same time, most 
probably between January and March of 
1821. Williams seems to have produced 
a number of his portraits during the 
winter months, a necessity when farmer 
customers were too busy during other 
times of the year.

Both Sarah’s and Jonathan’s portraits 
include a detail not seen on any other 
Williams portrait. A thin blue silk 
ribbon was glued along the edges of each 
portrait, visible under the frames’ glass. 
The ribbon may have been added by the 
craftsman who framed the portraits.
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c AtA l o g u e  n o .  3 9

Samuel Hubbard 
(1779-1848)

Pastel on paper

Middletown area,  
Monmouth County, New Jersey, 
circa 1823 

311⁄4 x 26 inches

Private Collection

c AtA l o g u e  n o .  4 0

Margaret Stoutenborough Hubbard 
(1794-1874)

Pastel on paper

Middletown area,  
Monmouth County, New Jersey, 
circa 1823 

31 x 26 inches

Private Collection

The man and the woman in these 
two portraits are not firmly identified 
through inscriptions or family history. 
However, striking similarities between 
this pair and the portrait of Rebecca 
Hubbard (Catalogue No. 41) suggest the 
sitters’ identities as Rebecca’s mother and 
father, Samuel and Margaret Hubbard. 
There are marked facial similarities 
between Margaret Hubbard and Rebecca 
Hubbard. In addition, the painted side 
chairs seen in Samuel’s and Margaret’s 
portraits closely resemble the child-sized 
chair in which Rebecca posed. All three 
chairs have bold painted decoration and 
broad bands of yellow stripes on the chair 
rails and back panels. 

1. Judith Green Watson, Index to the 
Middletown Monmouth County 1815  
Tax Ratables List (Monmouth County  
Historical Association: Library and 
Archives: unpublished finding aid)

2. Edward J. Raser, “Records of the Dutch  
Congregations of Freehold and  
Middletown,” The Genealogical Magazine of 
New Jersey Vol. 37, No. 1, January 1962. 47.

Samuel Hubbard was the son of Dr. 
Jacobus Hubbard and Rebecca Swart. 
Hubbard appeared in the Middletown 
tax list of 1815, recorded as having 115 
acres of farmland as well as 25 horses 
and 50 cows. (1) He married Margaret 
Stoutenborough in 1818, and the couple 
had six children.

The Hubbards were active in the Dutch 
Reformed Congregation of Middletown. 
In April of 1809, Samuel was elected 
sexton. At the same meeting, Marlboro 
resident Aaron Smock (Catalogue No. 
20), also a farmer and horticulturalist, 
was elected deacon. (2) Aaron Smock 
and numerous family members all had  
their likenesses taken by Micah Williams 

between 1819 and 1820. It is interesting  
to speculate whether Smock discussed  
his family portraits with Hubbard, 
possibly recommending the artist 
and continuing the word-of-mouth 
patronage upon which Williams relied 
for sustained commissions.   

c AtA l o g u e  n o .  3 8

George Clarke   
(1764 - ?)

Monmouth County, New Jersey, 
dated 3 February 1822 

Pastel on paper

28 ³⁄4 x 24 1⁄4 inches

Collection of Edward King, Jr.

c AtA l o g u e  n o .  3 7

Mayke Van Mater Polhemus Clarke 
(1764 - ?)

Monmouth County, New Jersey, 
dated 3 February 1822 

Pastel on paper

28 7⁄8 x 24 1⁄4 inches

Collection of Edward King, Jr.

This pair of portraits of Mayke and 
George Clarke may have been created 
to celebrate the couple’s marriage in 
1821. The works are part of the larger 
Van Mater series of likenesses produced 
by Micah Williams between 1821 and 
1822. Mayke had first married Daniel 
Polhemus, who died in January of 1820. 

Williams placed Mayke and George in 
front of elaborate matching exterior 
backdrops which, when seen together, 
form a delightful park-like panoramic 
view. Pairs of large trees with distinctive 
pom-pom leaf clusters flank the couple, 
while a row of tidy trees recedes into 
the distance. 

Mayke was conservative in her attire. 
The drawstring neckline of her dress 
and the white kerchief tucked into the 
bodice’s front was quite old fashioned 
by the time this portrait was made. A 
ringed turtle-dove with its pale plumage 
and distinctive color perched on Mayke’s 
finger. Doves were some of the oldest 
domesticated birds. The inclusion of the 
bird in Mayke’s portrait may indicate 
that she kept doves as pets. 
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Anna Jocelin

Pastel on paper

New Jersey or New York, 
circa 1824 

28 1⁄2 x 24 1⁄2 inches

Collection of Vera and Pepi Jelinek

The lovely young woman in this portrait was identified as Anna 
Jocelin, wife of William Henry Jocelin. A small paper label on the back of the 
portrait noted that the image was completed in 1823. Little is known about 
Anna. Her husband, William Jocelin, was a shipmaster during the 1830s 
in New York. (1) Anna’s bright blue belt, possibly of silk, contrasted vividly 
against her fashionable black dress.

1. William Jocelin appeared in an 1820 New York City-area directory, listed as “shipmaster,” and almost  
a decade later in another directory, also as “shipmaster.” William Mercein, Mercein’s Directory, New-York 
Register, and Almanac (New York, NY: William A. Mercein, 1920) 263. Longworth’s American Almanac, 
New-York Register and City Directory for 1829 (New York, NY: Thomas Longworth, 1829).

c AtA l o g u e  n o .  41

Rebecca Hubbard 
(1819-1888)

Pastel on paper

Tinton Falls area, Monmouth County,  
New Jersey, circa 1822-1823 

29 ³⁄4 x 25 5⁄8 inches

Monmouth County Historical Association: 
Gift of Mrs. J. Amory Haskell, 1938
1145 [38]

Artist Micah Williams captured the likeness of cheerful Rebecca 
Hubbard sometime in 1822, just shy of her third birthday. Rebecca was 
the first of six children born to Samuel Hubbard (Catalogue No. 39) and 
Margaret Stoutenborough Hubbard (Catalogue No. 40). Rebecca’s portrait 
retains its original newspaper lining, a sheet of The True American dated  
28 August 1820.

Rebecca’s pale skin and white dress, edged with finely embroidered ribbon 
along the hem, glowed against the brilliant blue-green background. 
Rebecca posed within a clearly defined interior space, complete with boldly 
patterned and colored carpeting and a simple baseboard molding strip.  
The soft tones of the peach she held in her hands echoed the double strand 
of tiny coral beads around her neck and her coral pink shoes. Rebecca’s 
chair, with its distinctive bright yellow painted trim, closely resembled the 
chairs in the portraits of her parents, Samuel and Margaret Hubbard.
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Jonathan Morgan
(1798 -1867) 

Pastel on paper

Morganville, Monmouth County,  
New Jersey, circa 1823-1826 

30 x 25 7⁄8 inches

Private Collection

c AtA l o g u e  n o .  4 6

Dinah Van Wickle Morgan
(1803-1882)

Pastel on paper

Morganville, Monmouth County,  
New Jersey, circa 1823-1826 

30 ³⁄4 x 25 7⁄8 inches

Private Collection

Elegantly dressed Jonathan Morgan and his wife Dinah Van Wickle Morgan 
sat for Micah Williams sometime between 1823 and 1826. Jonathan and Dinah 
were married in 1822. Their union represented the joining of two well-known 
stoneware pottery families of Monmouth and Middlesex Counties. Jonathan’s 
father, General James Morgan, operated a pottery in the Cheesequake area near 
Old Bridge, in Middlesex County. He was in partnership for a time with Nicholas 
Van Wickle, and the two families intermarried on several occasions. (1) 

Jonathan chose to wear a bright yellow and white striped waistcoat under his deep 
blue coat, highlighting his blond hair. His wife, Dinah, rested her right arm over a 
lovely painted and decorated side chair. This added an attractive bit of color to the 
relatively subdued composition.  

 

c AtA l o g u e  n o .  4 3

Deborah Leonard Holmes 
(1802-1872) 

Pastel on paper

Monmouth County, New Jersey, 
circa 1823-1824 

29 5⁄8 x 25 inches

Memorial Art Gallery of the  
University of Rochester: Gift of  
T. Windspur Allen in memory of his  
wife, Catherine Holmes Allen

c AtA l o g u e  n o .  4 4

John Hendrickson Holmes 
(1800-1871)

Pastel on paper

Monmouth County, New Jersey, 
circa 1823-1824 

29 5⁄8 x 25 inches

Memorial Art Gallery of the  
University of Rochester: Gift of  
T. Windspur Allen in memory of his  
wife, Catherine Holmes Allen

In this pair of portraits, Micah Williams created a lush, placid landscape 
backdrop. Sitters John and Deborah Holmes posed in front of trees with the 
artist’s distinctive pom-pom leaf clusters, rolling green hills, and a soft blue 
background. Deborah arranged her hair in an interesting variation of accepted 
style, in small smooth coils on either side of her head. A portion of the painted 
side chair in which John posed is visible under his right arm. 

John was the son of John Samuel Holmes (Catalogue No. 9) and Sarah Hendrickson 
Holmes (Catalogue No. 10), and apparently commissioned a pair of portraits of  
his parents from Micah Williams sometime after Williams completed a first set 
in 1821 for John Samuel and Sarah Holmes. Several similar landscape backgrounds 
appear in portraits of Van Mater family members, who were related through blood  
and marriage to the Holmes family. (1)

John married Deborah Leonard in 1821, and the couple had eight children.

1. George C. Beekman, Early Dutch Settlers of Monmouth County New Jersey (New Orleans, LA: Polyanthos Books 
for The Township of Neptune Historical Society, 1974) 95-6.

1. M. Lelyn Branin, The Early Makers of Handcrafted Earthenware and Stoneware in Central and Southern New Jersey 
(Rutherford, NJ: Fairleigh Dickinson University Press, 1988) 33-35.
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Edward Richmond

Pastel on paper

Middlesex County, New Jersey,  
circa 1823-1825 

29 1⁄2 x 25 5⁄8 inches

Courtesy of Jersey Blue Chapter, NJ 
Daughters of the American Revolution, 
Hatfield Smith Collection at Buccleuch 
Mansion Museum

c AtA l o g u e  n o .  4 7

Ann Richmond

Pastel on paper

Middlesex County, New Jersey,  
circa 1823-1825 

25 7⁄16 x 29 1⁄2 inches 

Courtesy of Jersey Blue Chapter, NJ 
Daughters of the American Revolution, 
Hatfield Smith Collection at Buccleuch 
Mansion Museum

These portraits are excellent 
examples of Micah Williams at the peak  
of his artistic career. The images appear 
to have been completed sometime 
between 1823 and 1825, before Williams 
relocated to New York in 1828 or early 
1829. Williams included numerous details,  
all rendered carefully but confidently, 
without detracting from the main 
composition of color, form, and line.

Many Richmond family members lived  
in and around New Brunswick. At the 
time the portraits were donated, the 
sitters were identified as Ann and  
Edward Richmond. Subsequent research  
has not yet uncovered information 

about them. Both appear to be in their 
late thirties.   

Ann was bare headed, her dark brown 
hair braided and coiled atop her head 
and held with a large tortoiseshell comb. 
Two small severe curls perched on either 
side of her temples. Her black dress, with 
style elements indicating a circa date 
between 1823 and 1825, was enlivened by  
a black belt with two narrow edging 
bands of vivid blue. Ann’s jewelry 
included a pair of heavily beaded black 
pendant earrings. 

Dark haired Edward sported a decided 
cleft in his chin and a visible five 
o’clock shadow along his upper lip and 

chin. There is a good deal of pigment 
loss in Edward’s portrait, particularly 
in the areas of the sitter’s collar and 
shirtfront as well as in the background. 
The pigment loss allows a glimpse of the 
artist’s initial sketch lines for Edward’s 
shirt. The swirls in the background were 
meant to be covered by additional layers 
of pigment. Williams used this technique 
to give a subtle liveliness to his single 
color backgrounds.
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Margaret Priestly Williams 
(1787-1863)

Pastel on paper

Possibly New Brunswick area,  
Middlesex County, New Jersey,  
circa 1825 

32 ³ ⁄4 x 28 9 ⁄16 inches

Monmouth County Historical Association: 
Marshall P. Blankarn Purchasing Fund  
and Museum Purchase, 1980
1980.3.4

This simple and restrained image 
of the artist’s wife depicted Margaret 
Priestly Williams at approximately 38 
years of age. Margaret was the oldest 
of eight children of John Priestly 
( 1760-1846) and Catherine Voorhees 
( ? -1846). Margaret and Micah were 
married on 17 December 1806. (1) 
The couple had seven children: Eliza, 
Catharine Priestly, Arietta, Henry, John, 
Ralph, and James. 

Margaret dressed simply. Her day cap, 
with its elongated front extensions, or 
lappets, framed Margaret’s long neck. 
She wore no jewelry, not surprising when 
one recalls that Micah Williams was 
placed into debtors’ prison at the end of 
1814. By New Jersey law, debtors were 
allowed to keep ten dollars’ worth of the 
tools of their trade and the clothes on 

1. Agnes Williamson Storer, List of Marriage  
and Death Notices Appearing in the New Brunswick  
Newspapers Between The Years 1792-1816. Typed 
manuscript, 1931. Alexander Library, Rutgers 
University, New Brunswick, NJ, p. 17.  

2. Scott A. Sandage, Born Losers: A History of  
Failure in America (Cambridge, Mass: 2005) 28. 

3. Obituary of Margaret Priestly Williams, Fredonian, 
19 February 1863, Rutgers University, Special 
Collections, New Brunswick, NJ.

their back and their family’s backs. (2)  
Margaret was pregnant with the couple’s 
fourth child when the Middlesex County 
sheriff and his men arrived at the doorstep 
to seize the family’s household possessions.

After her husband’s death in November 
of 1837, Margaret lived the remainder 
of her life in New Brunswick. Census 
records from 1840 indicate that she 
may have lived for a time with her aged 
parents. Margaret died in 1863 at the 
age of seventy-three. Her brief obituary 
which appeared in the local newspaper 
described her as the “widow of Micah 
Williams.” (3) 

Margaret’s likeness is currently the only 
documented portrait of a family member 
that the artist created. This portrait, 
dating from about 1825, descended within 

the Williams family from Micah’s and 
Margaret’s daughter Arietta to Arietta’s 
granddaughter Anna I. Morgan. After 
Miss Morgan’s death in 1975, the portrait 
was purchased by Monmouth County 
Historical Association.

c AtA l o g u e  n o .  4 9

John Williams 
(1780-1863)

Pastel on paper

Belleville, Essex County,     
New Jersey, after 1822 

29 1⁄2 x 25 1⁄2 inches

Collection of Edward King, Jr.

Currently, nothing is known of Micah Williams’ 
background prior to his marriage to Margaret Priestly in 
1806 in New Brunswick. An article in an 1823 Essex County 
newspaper identified Micah Williams as a native of the 
area, although confirmation of this information has not yet 
been located. (1) If Williams did come from Essex County, 
it is possible that the man in this portrait was not only a 
patron but also the artist’s relative. However, the surname 
Williams was not uncommon in the area and it may have 
been coincidental.

John Williams was a prominent member of his community, 
participating in politics and business with equal energy. He 
served as one of the first two Freeholders for Belleville in 1839 
and was reelected in 1840 and again in 1845. Williams was an 
incorporator of the Manufacturers’ Bank of Belleville. He ran 

1. Esther I. Schwartz, “Notes from  
a New Jersey Collector,” Antiques  
October 1958, 329.

2. William H. Shaw, History of Essex 
and Hudson Counties, New Jersey 2 Vols. 
(Philadelphia: Everts & Peck, 1884) 
890-890d.

3. Meteorological Diary of Gerard Rutgers, 
1823. Rutgers University, Special  
Collections, New Brunswick, NJ. 

a stage line from Belleville to New York in partnership with 
John Dow. Dow’s slave, Jacob Robinson, worked as one of the 
primary coachmen. Dow later freed Robinson and departed 
the firm. Williams continued to run the stage line with Jacob 
Robinson as his new business partner. Williams also owned 
and operated a hotel on the corner of John and Main Streets  
in Belleville, which was a popular summer resort and lively 
stage stop. (2)

The simple coloration, with only a glimpse of a hand tucked 
firmly into the sitter’s coat front, would have been an easy 
task for Williams to complete in less than a day. In 1823, 
New Jersey resident Gerard Rutgers noted in his diary that 
Micah Williams arrived as his home early in the morning 
and completed his portrait by sundown. (3) John Williams’ 
portrait was probably just such an image.  
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c AtA l o g u e  n o .  5 3

Unknown Woman in a Feather 
Stencil Chair

Pastel on paper

Probably New Jersey, circa 1820 -1825

31 3/8 x 27 ¼ inches

Collection of Edward King, Jr.

This young woman, with her pleasant 
expression and relaxed manner, reveals 
the enjoyment that both artist and 
subject experienced during the portrait 
process. Micah Williams endeavored to  
provide not only a fine likeness but an  
agreeable experience for the sitter. 
Because of his affability, his patrons would 
recommend him to family and friends.

The unknown woman wore her hair in a 
stylish mode, with clusters of small dark 
curls at her temples and the ubiquitous 
tortoiseshell comb at the back of her 
head. Two small flat tortoiseshell combs 
on either side of her center part kept the 
short curls in place. Her flushed cheeks 
and dark blue eyes offered a beautiful 
contrast to her fair complexion. The 
contrast repeated again in the juxtapo-

1. William H. MacDonald, Central New 
Jersey Chairmaking of the Nineteenth Century, 
Proceedings of the New Jersey Historical 
Society. July 1959. 185-6.

sition of her black dress and lacy white 
ruffled collar. Her jewelry selections 
included a coral bead necklace and a tiny 
circular pin of small pearls around a 
reddish center stone, set in gold, almost 
identical to the ring on the index finger 
of her right hand.  

As a traveling artist, Williams relied 
upon whatever furnishings were in the 
houses of his patrons to provide suitable 
seating. A survey of the many varieties of 
side chairs depicted within his portraits 
offers a fascinating glimpse into the 
furnishings of the homes of the men and 
women who sat for him. Sets of painted 
and ornamented side chairs, in groups 
of anywhere from six to a dozen or 
more, were often mentioned in period 
estate inventories. Locally made side 

chairs, such as the one depicted in this 
portrait, were attractive and easy to move 
from one room to another to suit any 
social situation. Painted side chairs were 
also affordable. Zebulon Clayton Byard 
(b. 1810), a chairmaker in Allentown, 
Monmouth County, New Jersey, offered 
wooden side chairs with stenciled and 
painted back panels for $1.50 each. (1) 

The chair upon which this subject sat  
was beautifully rendered, with a 
handsome and graceful feather and leaf 
motif in shades of pale to dark yellow 
on the chair’s back panel. In capturing 
both sitter and seating furniture, 
Williams depicted a moment in this 
smiling woman’s life and home.

c AtA l o g u e  n o .  51

Unknown Man

Pastel on paper

Probably New Jersey, circa 1825-1828

27 13⁄16 x 24 1⁄8  inches

Collection of the New Jersey State  
Museum: Gift of Mrs. John Watts
FA1976.80.1

c AtA l o g u e  n o .  5 2

Unknown Woman

Pastel on paper

Probably New Jersey, circa 1825-1828

27 15⁄16 x 24 1⁄8 inches

Collection of the New Jersey State  
Museum: Gift of Mrs. John Watts
FA1976.80.2

There are eighty unknown sitters among the 272 portraits by or attributed 
to Micah Williams. Each unidentified man, woman, or child represents a story that 
may be lost forever. 

These two portraits of an unidentified man and his wife depict a well-dressed and 
apparently economically secure couple. The man, without shirtfront ruffles or even 
a bow on his stock, posed with his left arm draped casually over a painted side chair. 
His wife, dressed fashionably but conservatively, sat in an identical chair. She arranged 
her hair in the typical style which remained popular for almost a decade, her boldly 
figured tortoiseshell comb high above the coil of her dark hair. Both portraits have 
suffered extensive pigment loss in the background. This is another instance where 
damage to the pigment layers reveals one of the artist’s creative techniques.
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c AtA l o g u e  n o .  5 4

DeLafayette Schenck 
(1781-1862)

Pastel on paper

Pleasant Valley (now Holmdel),  
Monmouth County, New Jersey,  
circa 1827 

29 ³ ⁄8 x 25 1⁄4 inches

Monmouth County Historical Association: 
Gift of Mrs. J. Amory Haskell, 1940
1509 [40]

c AtA l o g u e  n o .  5 5

Eleanor (Nelly) Conover Schenck  
(1787-1873)

Pastel on paper

Pleasant Valley (now Holmdel),  
Monmouth County, New Jersey,  
circa 1827 

29 ³ ⁄8 x 25 ³ ⁄8 inches

Monmouth County Historical Association: 
Gift of Mrs. J. Amory Haskell, 1940
1510 [40]

beginning the Farmers’ and Merchants’ 
Bank at Middletown Point, and served 
as the organization’s first president. He 
helped to develop Keyport into a thriving 
steamboat port and owned a good deal of 
waterfront property there. DeLafayette 
lived in Keyport during the last seven 
years of his life to be closer to his many 
business interests. ( 3 ) DeLafayette’s 
surname appeared as “Schanck” as well 
as “Schenck” in period documents, and 
he signed his name both ways, most 
often using the “Schenck” spelling. (4)

It is possible that the portraits of 
DeLafayette and Nelly appear listed 
on the 3 October 1862 estate inventory 
of Schenck’s commodious Keyport 

home. Under “Parlor” appeared “1 sofa, 
sideboard, table, stand, mirror, carpet, 
stove, pictures & chairs,” given a group 
value of ninety dollars. (5)

Williams captured DeLafayette’s 
gregarious nature in his piercing blue 
eyes and the hint of a smile on his lips. 
Eleanor was conservative in her fashion 
choices. She wore no jewelry, and even 
her double ruffled lace collar was small 
and delicate. Her cap, of lovely spotted 
fine cotton, was ornamented with two 
black ribbon bows on either side of her 
head, with a black silk ribbon tied snugly 
under her chin.

These works may have been some of 
Williams’ last portraits of Monmouth 

County residents before he moved to 
New York in about 1828. Years later,  
the Schencks posed for a pair of 
daguerreotypes. Although DeLafayette’s 
hair had turned from dark brown to a 
snowy white, he still wore it arranged in 
the same style. 

DeLafayette Schenck was one of thirteen children of Captain John and Maria 
Denise Schenck. Captain John Schenck served in the Monmouth County militia 
during the American Revolution. He led raids upon British troops and became 
such an annoyance to the British Army that a reward of fifty guineas was offered 
for his capture. In June of 1781 Captain Schenck and his militia fought with British 
troops around his home while his wife took the children, including three week 
old DeLafayette, down to the cellar of the house to avoid gunfire. Schenck was 
wounded twice during the fight, but was not captured. (1)

DeLafayette was named after the Marquis de Lafayette, the French aristocrat and 
officer who served as one of General George Washington’s staff during the American 
Revolution. This was a popular name choice for infants during and immediately 
after the Revolution. According to family history, Captain John Schenck later met 
the Marquis de Lafayette, and introduced his son to the Marquis. (2)

DeLafayette Schenck was a highly energetic and public spirited adult. After 
marrying Eleanor Conover in 1805, he started a tanning and currying business in 
Matawan in addition to running his own sixty-acre farm. DeLafayette and Nelly, 
as his wife was called, had at least ten children. Schenck was instrumental in 

1. Franklin Ellis, History of Monmouth County 
(Cottonport, LA: Polyanthos Books for  
the Shrewsbury Historical Society, 1974 
reprint of 1885 original) 673-4.

2. Ellis, 673-4.

3. Ann Pette Miles, Monmouth Families 
(Virginia: Ann Pette Miles, 1980) 33-34,  
38-39.

4. Ellis, 673-4.

5. Will, Codicil and Inventory of  
DeLafayette Schenck. 12052 M. W & Cod. 
1862. New Jersey State Archives,  
Trenton, NJ.

DeLafayette and Eleanor Schenck

Pair of daguerreotype images

Probably Monmouth County,  
New Jersey, circa 1855

Monmouth County Historical Association:  
Library and Archives
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c AtA l o g u e  n o .  5 8

Little Girl of the Woodfield Family

Pastel on paper

New York, New York or Monmouth  
County, New Jersey, after March 1830 

28 1⁄8 x 24 1⁄8 inches

Monmouth County Historical Association:  
Gift of Mrs. J. Amory Haskell, 1941
1637 [41]

It is clear that Micah Williams was  
highly skilled in the creation of the 
most challenging of portraits, those that 
depicted small children. This unknown 
little girl, between two and four years of 
age, was described in original accession 
records as a member of the Woodfield 
family. Her dress, with its ruffled 
neckline, puffed sleeves, and elaborately 
embroidered bodice and waistband, 
indicates a style of the very late 1820s 
or early 1830s. She wore a strand of tiny 
coral beads, looped twice around her 
neck with the gold clasp in front. In 
her hands she held a soft pink rose with 
Micah Williams’ distinctive serrated 
deep green leaves. The small chair in 
which she sat had a ruffled cushion in 
streaked yellow and pink tones. 

1. Irwin F. Cortelyou, personal interview with  
Anna I. Morgan, New Brunswick, New Jersey,  
17 November 1959. 

Contrary to original accession records, 
the unknown little girl may have been a 
New York resident. The portrait retains 
virtually all of its newspaper lining 
which, although unidentified, is a circa 
1830 New York City -area newspaper 
based on the numerous advertisements. 
This likeness could be an example of the 
pastel portraits Williams continued to 
produce while studying oil portraiture  
in New York.

c AtA l o g u e  n o .  5 6

Aaron Osborn 
(1790 -1827)

Oil on canvas

Scotch Plains, Union County,  
New Jersey, circa 1827 

30 x 25 inches

From the Collection of the Historical  
Society of Scotch Plains and Fanwood: 
Gift from Bradner W. Coursen,  
a Direct Descendant

c AtA l o g u e  n o .  5 7

Harriet Manning Osborn 
(? - 1829)

Oil on canvas

Scotch Plains, Union County,  
New Jersey, circa 1827 

30 x 25 inches

From the Collection of the Historical  
Society of Scotch Plains and Fanwood: 
Gift from Bradner W. Coursen,  
a Direct Descendant

In 2011 Bradner W. Coursen donated these two delightful and brightly 
colored portraits of his ancestors, Aaron and Harriet Osborn, to the Historical 
Society of Scotch Plains. Soon after, Micah Williams was identified as the artist. 
Based on the death date of Aaron Osborn, the portraits were completed no later 
than July of 1827. This was an exciting discovery as the images are oil on canvas, 
not pastel, and were produced in New Jersey, at least a year before Williams  
moved to New York. It had previously been believed that Williams did not begin  
to produce oil works until after his relocation in 1828 or early 1829.

The Osborn portraits more closely resembled the artist’s pastel work rather than 
the darker, more restrained images of his New York years. Harriet and Aaron 
posed before one of the artist’s most elaborate backgrounds, with matching bright 
red draperies, columns, and a glimpse of the sunset through the open window. 
These two likenesses are currently the earliest examples of Williams’ exuberant 
foray into the medium of oil.
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c AtA l o g u e  n o .  6 0

Girl in White with Cherries

Oil on canvas

New York, New York, circa 1830-1832 

46 ³⁄8  x 28 1⁄2 inches

Collection of Zimmerli Art  
Museum at Rutgers University,  
Gift of Anna I. Morgan
59.012.001

This breathtaking portrait of an 
unknown little girl holding a woven 
basket of cherries is the most ambitious 
of Micah Williams’ oil portraits during 
his years in New York. In detail, scope, 
and composition, Girl in White with 
Cherries reveals the extent to which 
Micah Williams had mastered the 
medium of oil. The artist placed the 
subject within a clearly-defined room 
setting, with an elaborate woven rug 
and a stylish rush-seated side chair upon 
which rests a small pewter bowl with a 
cluster of cherries. Williams handled the 
foreshortening of the little girl’s arms  
and hands particularly well, indicating  
his accomplishment as an artist.

The portrait descended within the 
Williams family and was at one time 
owned by Micah’s eldest daughter, Eliza 
Williams Nafey. Anna I. Morgan, great 
granddaughter of the artist, recalled 
that the little girl was the daughter of 
Jewish parents who commissioned the 
portrait in 1832. (1) A serious cholera 
epidemic in that year swept through 
the city, and the family never returned 
for the portrait. It may have been 
the cholera epidemic that prompted 
the Williams family’s return to New 
Brunswick the same year. During the 
epidemic 3,515 New York residents  
died of cholera. (2)   

1. The Jewish Heritage in American Folk Art (New York, NY: The Jewish Museum, 1984) 47.

2. John Noble Wilford, “How Epidemics Helped Shape the Modern Metropolis,” New York Times, April 15, 2008.

c AtA l o g u e  n o .  5 9

Captain Daniel I. Schenck 
(1777-1845)

Oil on canvas

Monmouth County, New Jersey,  
circa 1830-1832 

41 x 34 1⁄2 inches

Monmouth County Historical Association: 
Gift of George and Mary Lou Strong, 2012
2012.8.1

This portrait of Captain Daniel I. Schenck was the key to reclaiming the 
identities of two Micah Williams portraits that had been unidentified for more than  
sixty years (Catalogue Nos. 16 and 17). A 2009 visit to the Everhart Museum of Natural 
History, Science and Art in Scranton, Pennsylvania, proved most exciting when it became 
immediately clear that the Everhart’s pastel portrait of an unknown man was virtually 
identical to the oil portrait of Daniel. The companion portrait of the woman was then 
identified as Daniel’s wife Catherine.

As an artist, Williams provided duplicate copies of his portraits for family members on  
several occasions, all in pastel. Daniel I. Schenck’s likeness is the first and, currently,  
only known example where the artist used his later talent in oil portraiture to provide  
a replica of an earlier pastel work.
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c AtA l o g u e  n o .  6 3

Unknown Mother and Child  
with Raspberries

Oil on canvas

New York, New York, circa 1830-1832

43 1⁄2 x 33 ³⁄4 inches

Collection of Edward King, Jr.

This portrait is one of Micah 
Williams’ most evocative oil works. The 
unknown woman posed with her baby 
in her lap, her right arm supporting the 
infant, while in her left hand she cupped 
raspberries from which the child selected 
a juicy berry. There are several clues 
within the portrait to indicate that the 
woman may have been one of New York’s 
numerous foreign born residents.

The unknown lady wore her hair 
much differently from the majority of 
Williams’ female sitters. She coiled her 
hair asymmetrically, holding it in place 
with a beautifully carved white comb, 
possibly made of ivory. The woman’s 
dress differed from the accepted 
daywear typical for American women. 
The black gown, possibly of silk, was 
made with a series of broad horizontal 
pleats or tucks on either side of the 

1. Jo B. Paoletti. Pink and Blue: Telling the Girls 
from the Boys in America (Bloomington, IN: 
Indiana University Press, 2012) 27.

2. Martha Gandy Fales. Jewelry in America 
1600-1900 (Suffolk, England: Antique 
Collectors’ Club, 1995) 57.

bodice. The woman did not wear the 
usual white ruffled fichu, shawl, or collar. 
Instead, a band of black lace edged the 
wide boat neck of her dress. 

The unknown woman’s jewelry was 
rendered with the precision Williams 
used in depicting the personal accesso-
ries of all his sitters. She wore heavy 
gold pendant earrings set with what 
appear to be garnets. She tucked into 
the waistband of her dress a gold pocket 
watch, attached to a thick gold chain 
with a pearl and gold filigree watch fob.

The sturdy and well-dressed baby appears 
to be about twelve months old. A large 
rosette of blue satin ribbon ornamented 
the baby’s elaborately ruffled cap but 
gives no clue to the infant’s gender.  
The modern gender color usage of pink 
for girls and blue for boys was not  
popularized in the United States until 

the 1940s. (1) The front panel of the 
baby’s dress was richly embroidered, its 
full skirts contrasting starkly against the 
mother’s black dress. The baby also wore 
a good deal of coral jewelry. Coral was 
thought to have protective qualities for 
the wearer and as such was a favorite for 
children’s and infants’ jewelry. (2) The 
eye-catching gilt emblem in the lower 
left corner appears to be the decorative 
upholstery ornamentation of the sofa 
arm upon which the child was seated.

c AtA l o g u e  n o .  61

Unknown Man with Ruby Pin

Oil on canvas

New York, New York, circa 1830-1832

34 x 30 inches

Collection of Donna and Marvin Schwartz

c AtA l o g u e  n o .  6 2

Unknown Woman and Baby

Oil on canvas

New York, New York, circa 1830-1832

34 x 30 inches

Collection of Donna and Marvin Schwartz

Micah Williams was as confident and 
capable in the medium of oil as he was 
in pastel, as these two portraits clearly 
indicate. The elegantly dressed man, with 
his snowy shirtfront ruffle tucked into 
his waistcoat, wore his brown coat, with 
its stylish black collar, unbuttoned. By 
the early 1830s, the shoulders of men’s 
coats were increasingly peaked, resulting 
in the “puffed” appearance seen here. The 
man fastened a small pin with a small red 
stone, surrounded by tiny pearls, to the 
center of his shirt. His wife was equally 
well dressed, with a glimpse of a wide belt 
with a bright gold buckle at her waist. 

One of her attractive pendant earrings 
also seems to have been made of pearls. 
The infant in her lap was most likely her 
first child, as she did not yet adopt the 
traditional ruffled and bow-bedecked day 
cap seen in so many portraits.  

Williams portrayed the serious infant 
clutching its mother’s finger. The baby  
wore strands of tiny coral beads around 
its neck and throat. Although the infant’s  
gown and cap were liberally trimmed 
with pink ribbons, it is not possible to 
determine whether the baby was a boy 
or a girl.
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c AtA l o g u e  n o .  6 5

The Shipmaster

Oil on canvas

New York, New York, 
circa 1830-1832

40 x 35 inches

Collection of Edward King, Jr.

During their three years in New 
York, the Williams family lived on 
Clinton Street, a main artery from the 
city’s docks and wharves into the heart 
of the city. At least four shipmasters 
lived within a three block radius of 
Micah Williams, and it is certainly 
possible that this unnamed shipmaster 
was an acquaintance of the artist. 
Williams produced at least one other 
portrait of a shipmaster during his 
years in New York.

The unknown seafarer wore his hair 
cropped, a practical style for a man 
who spent most of his time on the 
open ocean. The subject’s choice of 
prop makes his livelihood an obvious 
one. Williams carefully included the 
details of the spy glass’s brass collar and 
decorative braid trim. The shipmaster’s 
bright white shirt collar points extended 
almost to the corners of his mouth, 
gleaming against a face that had spent  
a good many years out of doors.

c AtA l o g u e  n o .  6 4

Woman with Coral Earrings

Oil on canvas

New York, New York,  
circa 1830 -1832 

35 1⁄2 x 30 1⁄2 inches

Collection of Edward King, Jr.

It is not clear how Williams secured 
specific portrait commissions while 
living in New York. Few Williams 
oil portraits are of identified sitters. 
Therefore, the connection among 
family members is virtually impossible 
to determine. At least two oil portraits 
were of neighbors of the Williams 
family while they lived at 119 Clinton 
Street between 1829 and 1832. The artist 
may for a time have relied upon nearby 
residents as customers in contrast to the 
highly-developed familial webs he used 
for his commissions in New Jersey.

This elegant young woman wore her 
dark hair elaborately styled, with a heavy 
coiled plait held with a large tortoiseshell 
comb. Her accessories included coral 
bead tassel earrings, a double strand of 
small coral beads, a small pin of seed 
pearls with a red stone in a delicate 
gold setting, and an ornate rectangular 
gilt belt buckle.  The fashionable young 
lady also wore a bright red shawl. The 
broad band of elaborate multicolored 
floral embroidery is vibrant against the 
darker colors of the portrait.
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c AtA l o g u e  n o .  67

Dr. James English, Jr. 
(1792 -1834)

Pastel on paper

Englishtown, Monmouth County,  
New Jersey, circa 1832-34 

31 1⁄2 x 27 1⁄4 inches

Private Collection

James English Jr. was another Monmouth County son who followed his father 
into the medical profession. Much like Jacobus Hubbard Jr. (Catalogue No. 11), 
James English was not only a physician but an instrumental force in the promotion 
of medicine in the County. James was born in 1792 in Englishtown and studied 
medicine under his father. James English Sr. was the original proprietor of the area, 
and the village was named after him. (1) The younger English attended the University 
of Pennsylvania and the College of Physicians and Surgeons in New York. He 
quickly expanded the thriving medical practice originally started by his father. 

In addition to his medical practice, English became a member of the Medical Society 
of Monmouth in 1827 and served as its president in 1833 and again in 1839, just four 
years after Jacobus Hubbard Jr. Dr. English also served as the Society’s vice president 
in 1832 and 1838. His hard work and dedication was admired and appreciated.  
Eventually his health broke down and he died in 1834 at the age of forty-two. (2)

1. Franklin Ellis, History of Monmouth 
County, New Jersey (Cottonport, LA: 
Polyanthos Books for the Shrewsbury 
Historical Society, 1974 reprint of 1890 
original) 690.

2. Ellis, 320-326.

c AtA l o g u e  n o .  6 6

Woman with a Green Belt

Pastel on paper

Probably New York, circa 1830-1832

31 1⁄2 x 27 ³⁄4 inches

Collection of Edward King, Jr.

Even while pursuing his studies  
in oil portraiture, Micah Williams 
continued to produce pastel portraits. 
This magnificently dressed unknown 
woman sat for her portrait while 
Williams was in New York. It is clear 
that the artist had lost none of his 
prowess in his original medium and, in 
fact, had even improved his techniques.

Williams emphasized the ornate puffs, 
ruffles, and bows of the sitter’s day cap 
in the same manner as the woman’s 
intricate hairstyle. In the hands of 
another artist, the frills and furbelows 
of the wearer’s cap and hair might have 

become a caricature. Williams balanced 
the woman’s headdress with a masterful 
rendition of the sitter’s facial features. 
The artist offset her prominent nose 
with the curve of a small smile on her 
lips, and his powerful shading of her 
facial planes captured the woman’s 
commanding personality. Williams 
added small bright spots of color in the 
warm gold of the sitter’s large earrings, 
her rectangular belt buckle, and the 
small gold ring on her finger.

The early 1830s saw dramatic changes 
in women’s fashions, moving away from 
the relatively simple and unadorned 
silhouette of the 1810s and 1820s towards 

increasing elaboration in hair, dress, 
and accessories. The high waistline of 
earlier years gradually shifted towards a 
more natural waistline. Sleeves became 
exceptionally full at the upper arms, 
while dress forearms tapered more closely 
to the wrists. These elements, all seen  
in this portrait, point to its completion 
date of the early 1830s.
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c AtA l o g u e  n o .  6 8

Unknown Artist

Micah Williams  
(1782 -1837)

Oil on wood panel

New York, New York, circa 1832 

18 ½ x 16 ½ inches

Monmouth County Historical Association: 
Marshall P. Blankarn Purchasing Fund  
and Museum Purchase, 1980
1980.3.3

Sometime prior to his return to 
New Brunswick, Micah Williams posed 
for his own portrait by an unknown artist. 
The small oval image, only ten inches 
high, was painted on a thin wood panel. 
The currently unidentified artist was 
exceptionally talented. The composition, 
shading, and balance of light and dark 
tones indicate that the artist had received 
formal academic training in portraiture.

Micah Williams, who had helped 
hundreds of his patrons decide upon 
their portrait details, now made the 
same decisions for his own likeness. He 
chose to prominently display his artist’s 
palette complete with daubs of paint 
and two thin paint brushes. Williams 
was a slightly built man, with thinning 
sandy-colored hair above a narrow face. 
He dressed simply for his portrait and 
wore a plain white shirt without ruffle 
or bow under a somber black coat and 
waistcoat. Williams positioned himself 

on a red upholstered chair or sofa, which 
can be seen behind his right shoulder.

While it is known that Williams 
moved to New York sometime in 1828 
or early 1829 to continue his efforts in 
oil painting, it remains a mystery with 
whom he studied. The existence of this 
small oval portrait suggests that he 
studied with or befriended at least one 
academically trained artist during his 
three years in New York. 

It is more than likely that the unknown 
artist presented this image to Micah 
Williams as a farewell gift. Williams 
took the portrait with him when he 
returned to New Brunswick sometime 
in 1831 or 1832. The likeness descended 
within the Williams family. His great 
granddaughter Anna I. Morgan was 
the last direct descendant to own the 
portrait. Monmouth County Historical 
Association purchased the image in 
1980 after her death.
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