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Introduction: 

Who is Cuff  about whom no records exist in the Woodbridge Town Hall:  No land records, no census 
records, no tax records or addresses.  He is not mentioned in the archives of  the Amity and Woodbridge 
Historical Society.  No records appear at the Woodbridge Library.  No current resident of  Woodbridge, 
recent or descended from founding families, have been located with any knowledge of  the man, nor that the 
Town ever had a Black Governor.   

No Cuff  appears in the Federal Census of  1840.  Indirect sources are the only basis of  information about 
this black man.  It is not even clear if  he was a slave or a free man.  He is listed with a single name in the 2 
tables of  Black Governors (Fig. 1, Fig. 2).  Cuff  is probably the surname of  an owner, though no Cuffs are 
listed in available New Haven County records.  
  

 
Perhaps ignorance of  this aspect of  Connecticut history is an example of  the invisibility and suppression of  
black culture derived from black slavery in spite of  the fact that as many as 23 Connecticut Black Governors 
were chosen by fellow Negros in their local communities from 1755-1855.  Yet, most men selected as Black 
Governors by other black men may have been still enslaved themselves.  White citizens and land owners 
probably supported these elections as a method of  exerting further control over the black population by 
decreasing any threats to the Colony’s/State’s authority (Connecticut became a State in 1788).   

Although Connecticut had a reputation in New England for the most punishments against it’s slaves, the 
Legislature had passed laws describing rights and responsibilities of  master and slaves.  These laws codified 
rights for slaves who were to be considered members of  the general society of  Connecticut and regarded as 
persons with the right to make contracts, bring suit in court and have jury trials.  As early as 1717, laws 
stated that masters were responsible for financial support of  any of  their former slaves who had been set 
free.  To elucidate black history in Connecticut, some demographic facts and legislated dates are outlined.   

Figure 1: Connecticut State Library 



 

Abridged Outline of  Slavery in Connecticut (1702-1848): 
1702 - Masters (their heirs/executors as well) responsible for care of  their freed slaves 
1711 - Masters must support their former slaves if  freed and require help 
1717 - Prohibited free black and mulattoes (black – native Indian) from residing in any 

             town in the Colony and forbade them from purchasing land 
1774 - Halted importation of  captive slaves to sell them or to lease them in Connecticut 
1776 - (Demography) – Connecticut had 6,464 African slaves, the largest number in                         
                          New England.  One-third to one-half  of  most prosperous – educated citizens of   
                          Connecticut owned slaves, including Thomas Darling 
1777 and 1779 Connecticut Legislature rejected Emancipation Bills 

Figure 2: Connecticut State 



1784 - The Gradual Emancipation Act:  Children of  enslaved parents born after March 5,  
                          1784 were to be granted freedom on reaching age 25 
1787 - Roger Sherman and Oliver Ellsworth opposed slavery at the Constitutional  
                          Convention 
1788 - Connecticut ratified the Constitution 
1788 - Outlawed all slave trade including importation or exportation – Every child born to  
                          a slave in Connecticut must be registered with their town clerk 
1792 - Reaffirmed the banning of  transporting African slaves to other states or territories  
                          for purpose of  selling them 
1797 - All slaves born after August 1, 1797 would become free at age 21   
1818 - All African Americans in the State officially disenfranchised under new                        
                          Connecticut Constitution (no evidence that any African slave had ever attempted  
                          to vote) 
1831 - New Haven Town Meeting rejects concept of  a Negro college 
1833 - Instruction and education of  all out-of-state black people outlawed  
1839-1841 Amistad rebellion and Supreme Court trial:  Prisoners declared free and  
                          authorized to return to Africa 
1847 - State referendum on suffrage for Negros was defeated 3 to 1 
1848 - All remaining slaves in Connecticut were emancipated (only 4 were recorded) 

Until 1850, only heads of  households were counted in the Federal Census regardless of  property ownership.  
And slave men were listed by number not names.  The 1850 Federal Census was published and all free men 
were recorded whether or not they owned property.  Nevertheless, all slaves in the United States were listed 
only by gender and age.   

Derivation and Genealogy of  the Name Cuff: 

There is only a singular name for Cuff  of  Woodbridge nor is he listed in either of  the 1840 or 1850 Census 
as a free man; but recorded were:  Cuff  Condol of  Lyme, Cuff  Fellows of  Woodstock, Cuff  Freeman of  
Southington, Cuff  Jackson of  Stonington, and Cuff  Morris of  Groton.  As noted previously, slaves were no 
longer documented in Connecticut after 1838.  From the Census, only 3 other men with the singular name 
of  Cuff  were recorded in other New England States.  By 1840, the slave population of  Connecticut had 
dwindled to 54, or from another source, 17.  Since slavery was abolished in Connecticut in 1848, these may 
have been Town Hall lapses in bookkeeping (female slaves were not recorded in Federal Census). 
 
A unique feature of  America was that black names more frequently used the white family surname as the 
given name.  Also, slave names could be inverted names 
or names of  the owners.  It has been documented in 1774 
that black folks in Jamaica called their children by the 
African day of  the week on which they were born.  
Cuffee was translated in an African dialect to “Fifey” 
meaning Friday. However, immigration records have listed 
4,070 with the surname Cuff  with the minority spelled 
Cuffe or Cuffee.  At least 90% of  the Cuffs listed 
emigrated originally from Ireland without predomination 
from any single County.  Note the Cuffe Family Crest 
(Fig. 3).  

The name Cuff  is the Anglicized form of  the Gaelic 
MacDheuibh, a variant of  MacDuibh, or “son of  the 
black one.”  Yet the term “Black Irish” is not only 
unrelated to slaves from Africa but also only 
mythologically related to wrecked Spanish ships from the 

Figure 3 – Heraldry – Cuff/Cuffe 
Immigration Records 



Armada on the coast of  Ireland in 1588 with sailors being cast on the shores of  Ireland where they later 
intermarried.  Recent DNA studies suggest that Irish males with a Gaelic surnames had ancestors predating 
the English conquest of  their island and are direct descendants of  Stone Age settlers who migrated from 
the Basque region of  modern Spain.  Therefore, with reasonable certainty and probability, the name Cuff  in 
America is an Irish surname adopted as a first given name by slaves usually of  a master named Cuff.   

Black Governorship in Connecticut:  Facts, Formation, Function: 

It has been assumed that the custom of  Black Governors originated in Hartford about 1750 (Hartford was 
only one of  two capitols of  Connecticut, the other being New Haven until 1776).  Presumably, throughout 
the colony, slaves must have been aware that their masters voted in their respective town on election day.  
Imitation has been a form of  complement or aspiration and there exists no evidence that black elections 
and celebrations were ever banned in Connecticut where Black Governorships thrived more than in any 
other New England Colony/State.   

These elections were directly related to the slave population of  Connecticut throughout the years and did 
not necessarily involve free slaves.  A progressive rate of  attrition of  slaves occurred as attested by the 
Census figures (See table to the right): 

It was in 1848 that Connecticut emancipated all its remaining slaves. Little wonder that the last recorded 
Connecticut Black Governor election was held in 1855.  That same year, Connecticut, Massachusetts, and 
Rhode Island officially elected white Governors all of  whom were members of  the No-Nothing Party 
notoriously opposed to Catholicism, immigrants, and alcohol.  
Simultaneously, there was transparent enmity between white pro-
slavery organizations and the abolitionists in Connecticut.  As black 
citizens gradually became more aware of  the country’s political 
system, the symbolism of  their black elections lost their social 
significance despite them being officially disenfranchised in 1847 in 
Connecticut.   

Black Governors had neither formal authority nor any 
responsibilities recognized by the white population but were not 
prevented from their own election day with inauguration and 
celebration.  That day was on a Saturday, one week after an elected 
white governor of  Connecticut would be declared the winner.  
Only speculation exists whether or not there was campaigning and 
balloting for a particular candidate or was election by consensus.  In 
one instance, it was recorded that a black candidate was required to 
own a pig and a sty, but that may have been a racist slur and some 
form of  existing bigoted humor. 



Initially, there was no post-victory parade but food and entertainment paid for by the master of  the 
victorious Black Governor was available at least prior to 1848.  In later years, there was an inauguration 
parade with the newly elected governor astride a horse (Fig. 4) and 
leading the parade and procession of  Negros who followed with music 
and all the accoutrements of  a real political inaugural celebration.  
Compilation of  recorded descriptions of  the event revealed much 
enjoyment and enthusiasm.  The Negros would be arrayed in fine clothes and wigs lent by their masters as 
well as using their horses and carriages at least prior to emancipation in 1848.  This was still another reason 
why Black Governor elections disappeared, the last one being recorded in Seymour, Connecticut in 1855 or 
1856.   

The election would commence 10 o’clock in the morning, a marshal would later announce the winner, a 
toast (maybe alcohol) would be offered, and then followed was a parade with the governor wearing formal 
attire, a top hat and sash, sometimes a sword, and leading the group for the celebration with games, sports, 
and sometimes supper.  The person voted or selected to be governor of  his local community was evidently a 
man of  outstanding moral character who demonstrated leadership, wisdom, and fairness.  In some towns, 
and with the consent of  the local legal authorities, he could question conduct, impose penalties and 
punishments, and settle disputes among the black population.  In fact, he really became their leader with 
whom white citizens and elected officials could and would consult.  Some Black Governors could select 
their own assistants and sheriffs all with substantial authority.   

The Woodbridge Election: 

What little we know about the personage of  Cuff  is only from tabulated lists and dates (Fig. 1,  
Fig. 2), which include him as a Black Governor of  Woodbridge, and from several indirect second and third 
party references to him in the Archives of  the Connecticut State Library.  It is important to reiterate that no 
records of  the Town of  Woodbridge contain Cuff  information.  He may have been either a slave in 1840 or 
a free man.  In contrast, more information and details are available concerning the Black Governors of  
Derby and Seymour, Connecticut.  However, there exists a description of  the Woodbridge election 
celebration by Ebeneezer Bassett of  Derby, who was the son and grandson of  two Derby Black Governors 
and himself  a future Ambassador to Haiti (1869).  His description was recorded by Senator Orville 
Hitchcock Platt (Connecticut Senator 1903-1905), author of  the first paper published about Negro 
Governors (1900).   

In this article (and edited for this current paper with several additions) is the following post-election 
recollection:  The principle person was on a horseback dressed in a semi-authentic military uniform trailed 
by Negro aides also on horseback and black folks on foot, all preceded by a marching band playing martial 

Year Number

1774 6,562

1790 2,759

1800 951

1810 30

1820 97

1830 25

1840 17

1848 4

Figure 4 Connecticut State 



music (Fig. 4).  According to this essay, people of  Woodbridge remembered this election parade as about in 
1838-1839.  Usually, election supper and festivities were held in the Quinnipiac Hotel in New Haven (this 
would indicate that previous Black Governor elections were held in Woodbridge).  However, a clerk (Henry 
L. Hotchkiss) in that hotel had opened a tavern in Woodbridge on Amity Road (Fig. 5) which had become a 
popular road to avoid the toll on Straits Turnpike (Litchfield Turnpike).  White boys intercepted the parade 
and a serious scrimmage resulted in which racist epitaphs and other objects were hurled at the marchers.  
Such an incident 20 years before the Civil War would become another reason for the demise of  black 
elections.   
 

Regrettably, the name of  this Woodbridge Black Governor was forgotten along with the names of  the 
culprits against whom prosecutions were brought.  Yet, in the narrative of  Ambassador Bassett as recorded 
by Senator Platt, only the names of  the two white attorneys involved could be remembered:  Jonathan 
Stoddard and Silas Mix of  New Haven.   

Conclusion: 

Little wonder then that this black political event, as well as others in Connecticut, would have been 
described as fascinating, entertaining, and even ludicrous.  With this type of  disrespect for black culture, why 
would local white townspeople anywhere in our state feel the need to remember black names?  Probably, 
this attitude accounts for the loss of  any biographical details of  Cuff  of  Woodbridge.  Not until the 
Bicentennial Year of  1976, 136 years after Cuff ’s election and 111 years after the Civil War, did President 
Gerald Ford and the United States Congress recognize the history of  our black people by establishing Black 
History Month, officially called: 
National African-American History Month.  Previously, in 1926, when a Negro History week was declared 
by a Negro organization, only 3 non-Northern States accepted the idea.  Not until the year 2000 was Martin 
Luther King Day recognized by all 50 states.   
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