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Preface

George Milford Willett was born in Miiford, NeWw Jersey, on Movember 4,
1817, end came to Savannah, Georgia in 1836. He ma*ried 2 rative Savannahian,
Marie B. Barthelness, in 1839 and the couple eventually had five children:
thess were Ella Icola, laura, Georgia, Ceorze H, Willett, Jr., and Emma Florence.
At various times during his life, George worked as a carpenter, brick maker,
and railread cenductor, He spent a grest deal of time involved in various
business transactions or court cases which were relzted to his aceypations,
George M, Willett died from prralysis of the heart on Jctoter 235, iﬂ?ﬂ, at

the age of 73,



Family Llfe
Strangely enough, 1t 1s George #¥ilford Willett's deaih that gives ne

the first clues to his blrth and ear}y life, From his tombstone at Tanral
Grove Cemetary, T learnsd that George was born on Hovember 4, 1BI7, in
Milford, Wew Jersey. From his obituary, I Rnow that he came te Savanneh,
Georgia in 1836.i This left a gap in his early life and so I wrote to
four historical societices 1n New Jarsay.z While the Camden County His-
torieal Society ecould nqt give me any direct informatlion about George,
they were kind enough to send me some information aboul the Vvillage of
Vilford as it was shortly before Geurge cazme to Savanmhb. Milford is 10;
cited in northwestern Hew Jersey, in Hunferann County. The village is
lozzted on the Delaware River and acguired Lits name in about 1804 becausé
2 serles of mills were bwilit wpon the lacatinn.j In 1834, Bilford had
only 15 to 20 homes, = grist m11l, twe saw mills, and two churches; one
church wes Presbyterian and the other Unitarian, In the 1£30's, Milford
was payticularly zcilve in the lumer tn&de.u

Apart from this, I was unmable to find any information about ﬁeorga
until his arrivel in Bavanmah in 1836, By 1839, he had met &nd marr%éd
Meria B, Barthelmess, The marriage between George and this 19 year old
spinster took place on May 29, and was officiated by J.G. Blnney, pastor
of the Baptist Church.5 Marla was 2 mative Sevarmchlan born on October éé;
152G,6 The deusghier of John and Catherire Earthelmcﬁs,? Marla came Trom
& family of at least slx children.s In late 1843, Georgze and Maria had
theiy fixst child, 2 daughtor; this girl was born on Decenber 28, and
"ramed Ella Inla.9 Following Elle by Tfour years was anothsr daushier named
l2ura, who wes born on March 9, iﬁh?.ln On éeptﬁmber 10, 1849, 5 thirm |

it

davghter was born and remed Georgla,” By &bl bris tinie, Ceorge must



have begun chd&ring wWhether or not he was ever gaing to have & 3on,
Whatever his fealings, I do not think he w=zs dlSﬂPPﬂlntEd or upset hy the
birth of his only son arcund 1851, hqcavse he prucgeded to nane ithe child
George Milford ¥illett, Jun:'u::-a.-.12 The ¥1llett fami!;y was finally com-
rleted in 1853, with the birth of = fourth'daughter%whn Was ramed Emma.13
T am agsuming that {he Hillett-childrEn Ied fairly normal Iives or did
nothing outstanding during their childhoods, because they were not men-

tloned in any Savanmzh newspapers or in any legal documents of the time,

Occupations, Businesses, and Fimances

Throughout bis lifetime, George Willett supported his family in a
nunker of ways} the occuppilons he held mmunged fron carpenter;h t& brick-
maker15 te railread conduct0r115 Up to the Civil War, George was & man
of conslderable means; after the war, hislfinancial sltuation ﬂ&teriorated.l?
Sometime after arriving in Savanmeh, George began working as a eare
penter. This was definitely the cass by 1842, becauze in that year
Mre, Ann Pitiman, a fimancially distressed widow,ls wae forced to nortgage
some of her property to Ceorge; she owed hin the sum of $1.iE&.?2 for
- work he performed as a carpanter.ig In two deeds of 184, Georgs held
liens againat the homes of Patrick 0'Connell and John Kolleher; 0'Connell
- wag lndebted ta George for $115,50, while Kolleher owed him $138.t}u.2D
While neither of these documents sperifically state so, I belleve that
the debls were also owed to Willett for his work as u carpenter,
By 1846, Willett had probably switched to masonry, because he pooue
Pled & brickyerd cut at Thunderbolt Hoad:zi and in the Georgla Population
Census of 1850, his cccumation was listed as meson.

During the 1840's, George went into debt; in 1845, he fourd himself

inlebted to the Bunk of the State of Ceorzia for the sun of $1,DGG,22
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When by 1847, George had not paid off this debt, the Rank acquired 2 ten-

23

year lease on = half lot in Elbert Werd, “At the time, George was rent-

_ing this Perry Stireet property from his father-ln-law, John Barthelmess.zu
I¥ is possible that George paid off Lhe Bk debt with noney borrowed from
Levi Bates. Ke entered into an indenture with Bates in order to pay off
2 $I.ﬂ¢0 prorissory npote dated Januzry 5, ES#?:Eﬁ the indénture in which the
Bank acquired the lease to the western bhalf of 3t Elbert Ward was gated
January 2, 18#?.26 I am assuming that these two debts are in some wey
related, because they afe for exactly tho ﬁ#me amount and sre dated very
cipse to one ancther,

Aside from the Elbert Ward properiy, Ceorge purchzsed some land out
at White Bluff Road, in 1849; the Plantevs Bank of the State of Georgia
5014 him about 100 seres for $h2D.DG.2? Georze did not move the Tamily
put to this land, Instead, he moved into = home ihat he had had bullt on
1ot 70 in Crawford Ward, {now known as 218-220 East Libefty Streat).zs
The house, now 2 duplex, 2ppesrs as 3 rither unadorned, three-level dwelling
that 15 stuccoed on brick., While not particﬁlarly attractive from the
outside, 1t 1s simllar to othzr homes in the nelghborhoed. Aceording to
the Ward Book at Cecrgla Historieal Society, George was granted this Libverty
Street property by the Mayor and Aldermen of the elty of Savaznnah in 1849,
While T wis uneable to locate the deed in which this tmnmactlon ocecurred,
T do knowt that Ceorpe was paring laxes for immrovemenis wpon the praoperty
b 1P51, za

Ceorge Willett's 1ife curing the 1850's 2nd 1840's must have been
anything but borlng, He spasnt roughly the next twerty years elthsr indebted
to someone, with someone indebted to him, or in court beczuse of these

dezlirgs. By 1852, George had = carpeniry company rémed appropriately



enough, Ceorge M, Willett & fo,, in which he apd Jokn ﬂﬁpﬂn worked as
c&rpenters,jn 4% one time, In an zttenpt to collect on a debt of $715.50,
George and John found themselves holding the ﬁnrtgage of a confectionery
store called the Paris Hnuse.31

Iate in 1852, George decided to switch from carpentry to the briek-
meking business. 5o on December 23 of that year, he entered into & co-
partnership with William G, Stafford uﬁer the fim m;,me of Willett & Stafford.
The itwo gentlemen sgreed to the copartrership far & perlod of five years
in which they would engage in brick-making on several tracts of land ¥mown
formerly 2& Springfield Plantation.jz About A year after this pertner-
shlp was formed, Stafford became indebted to Georse for $13,0003 for security,
he mortpzged his half interest in the Springfield Plantatlon lols to
Villett,?? Stafford oventually paid off the debt and recovered his interest
in the lza.lfztl.:}!‘l After thi=, I fovnd no further mention of the firm of
Hillett & Stafforqd.

By mid-1856, for remsons not stated, George was ready to sell his
home on Liberty Street. On July 11, he sold the house and property to
tmniel J, Philbriek for the sum of $5,50ﬂ.35 Mr, Philbrick's biographer
liscusses the transaction &s cccurring with relative ease and with no

prnblema.36

However, later notations on the deed in Wwhich the transfer

i the property occurred read ms follews: "This mortgige closed and exe-
sution lssued June 15, 1880; which execuitlon was trenpsferred by G.M. Willett
e Hiram Roberts, and by Hiram Roberts transferred i6 John K. lewis, Tressur-
¥, The aforssaid execution is marked cancelled and satisfied in full,

¥

february 22, 1857, T do net understand this notztion as later, the
a¥ Digest of 1857 shows that Philbrick paid taxes upon the property and

in 1853, he sold both parts of the dutiex to iw: different gentlemEn.BE
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In 1857, George firally purchased the western half of Lot 2 ip Elbert
Vard; he bought it from his sister-in-law, lawr Hehl, whe had inherited
39 |

the property from her father, John Barthelmess, ;eorge had a home on

this property at 211 Perry Street and it was here téat he died in 1890.“3
The latter part of the 1850's erded pfetty mucﬁ the same way as it
had begun, that 1s, with various individuzls lndebied to Cecrge., In the
case of John Hogan, the debt was for $1,#16.33.h1 apd with John Gilliland,
it was'$2,80ﬂ:u2 in both.instances, Ceovrge held the mortzages to cextain
propertles of these men-while the debis were téing paid off'. In an inter=
esting deed of 1856, Jemes P, Mell was indebted io George for the sum of
$1,500; 30 he granted to George half tnterest in letters patent for a Sea
Island Cotton Gin and the rlghts teo 2 pleugh stock that he had i.rrv.ns:n*:.en:i.h-3
George Willett was only 42 when the Civil War breke ouvt in 1860, how-
gver, there was no evidence that supwested that he partiecipaled in the war
on elther side; but George dild own a small mimber of slaves who were used
in his hpusehold#& 6T businesses.#ﬁ George apparently did not fare teco
wall firancially during the war. Corditlons musi have been pretiy bad,
Lecause his obhituzry states that the war wae ono reason his finances went
8o badly) prior to thlsz time, George had had & considerable amount of
- money.J+6 However, in 1856, he was able to purchase from William Battershby
some land valued at $10,000} ihe propeviy consisteld of sS4 acres located

4y

in the ¥Yillage of Montgomery. The Willett's spent a number of years

on thls property in the 1870's and 185ﬂ‘5+u8 ¥hile there, George ran a
company that manufactured wood for such artieles as doors, wheels, and
farm implements; however, this venture lost a considerable amount of money

4
tnd had an adverse effect upon his firances. ?

In 1858, Coorge decided to disgose of the propéviy on Fhite Bluff Read



which he had purchased 4in 1849 fut—$hzﬁ.ﬂﬂ.50 ¥ineteen years later, the
100 sgres of land and the improvemenis upon it brought George $20,DGB.51

It was around the late 1860's that George decided to switeh occupa-
tians altogether and become an employes of the railrcad., His newspaper
obliuery stated that he "served as masfer mechanis and superintended the
_ building of the first passenger coach that ever went over the Central
Railrnad.“52 He alsc worked for a time as a conductor 6n the Isle of Hope
wranch of the Iailruaﬁ.53 in 1872, & nevsmaper article remarked on the
reinstatement of three of the oldest railrcad conductors by the railrcad
company, {including G.M, Willett, Jr.); these men had refused to sign a
document veleasing the company from Iesponsibility if they were injured
on the jollzs.'sk T velieve that the neWstaper made a nistake and actuzlly
meant to list G.M, Willett, 3x., hecause even though Gearge's son worked
for the same rmilrpad, he was only 21 in 18??.55

hn dnteresting case commected with George's job as & conductor cuime
‘up in 1875 when he, along with Mz, George W, Alley who was suverintendent
ef the Savanrah, Skidaway, and Seabeard Railroad, were charged_witﬁ vio-
lating the Civil Rights Bill of 1875, Ceorge was eccused of foreing a
young black woman and her husband, Emil Peollard, from & railrozd car. The
oouple brought suit against Willett and Alley in court and sought damages,
This omse dragged on in court until late 1880, It was then that Judee
Brehine of the U,8, Clreult Couwt "guashed” the indictments Pollurd conld
not appeal the decision because the statute of limitations had run out.56
Guilty or not, George and Mr, Alley got eway with 1.

George Willett's finences from about the age of U8, until his death,
took s dowrmard trend. At some time during his life, George made some

investments out west, but these ended in fzilure and Turther contributed



?

to his fiﬁancial dﬂwnfall.E? George also r=n into a number of problems

in Savamnah, In 1869, he was Torced %o go to Superior Court in order to
secure payment on a debt of $1.219.5|2.5 8 Later that year, Ceorge found
himself being taken to court for nonpayment of a2 debi of $200.00. Hasy
Hendersen was able to get the court to order Willett to pey him $1730,00

plus inferest for m year.59 In 1872, a slightly different suli waa brought
against Willetf. Mr. MNiller B, Crant clzimed that he performed work at
Geoxge's Montgemery Property that was worth $507.57. Ceorge claimed thet
Grant orly drew up some plans for tin hui].d'ir«gs gnd that this work was

only worth about $25,00; he was more than willing to pey Mr. Crent this
"sum of money. ¥illeit's lawyer, from thé Mo of Faxlow & Levrv, unsug-
cessfully defended him becmruse the case was settled in favor of the plain-
titf, George was ordered by the judpe to Tay te Grant $407,55 plus damages.fsg
| Again in 1072, Geocge w=s omdered by 2 Judge in Superior Court o
deliver 8 fee sinple title for » omall) trsct of his Hontgomery property,
to the Savanmeh, Skiduwsy, e éea.huard Railrend Co, The company wanted
to uze the land to eomplete thelir milroad line to Monizomery. Tﬁe tract
only consisted of about 1% acres end yet Georse delzyed the matier to the

61

point that ho was finally faken to court and defeated, Around thils time,

George w2s also having difficulty prying his taxes, such as in 1875; in
Decembar of thet yeir, part of Goorge's Montgomery property was sold by
the sherife in fromt of the cuurthouse.ﬁg

By 1882, the remainder of Willeittts Montsomery vroperty had baen dis-
posed of by ather courthouse auctionaéj or simply by selling the 1&nﬂ.5u
T was unzble to find any furiker mention of business transactions by Georie

and ne T assune that he retired sometime zround 1833,



Descendants

Maria Willett, Geargs's wife of 45 yeafs, dlel from heart disease
vhen she was 63 years old in 188“.65J Waria had had firanelal resources
of her own, posslbly from inherliances, and she had invested in gaiigqad
stock and land.66 Because of this, she was 2ble to leave 2 1ife ?éﬁapcy
for her husband ard falr sized lnheritances for each of her qhil@;eﬁ;a?
George Willeit lived the remaining yeers of his life at his Perry 3treet
home. He died on Dctnbgr 25, 1890, from pgralysis of the heartasa he was
Wried nexd 4o VMaris a£ Taural Grove Eemataiy. Surviving George were nis
cnly son,, Jeorge M, Willett, Jr., ard threse of his daughters: Lauia Mathuss,
‘Georzia B. Metzger, and Enma V. Kagle,ég.

The.oldest daughter, Ella Teola, had married Alexander Armsirong on
Oztoner 28, 1858.?El They had four children; Iola, Emmie, Benjamln, and
Frank.?l Ellr dicd when she was only 3+ in 13?8.?2 Her dsughter Icla
merried Robert Preston Warner in IBE?.?3 Robert Warrer died and left a
will in which he listed six‘heirs. Two Aadnlt hairs were Franeis W, Brooks
and Rebert P, Warner, Jr, I found no further mernticn of these 1n&1viduals
in marriage or will records. In addition, there were four minor heirs )
meptioned in Wearner's willy these were Vera Alberta Starnes, Fay ¥arner,

Mildrad Warner, and Ada Harner.?I+

Ae with the older children, I was unable
to locaie any recovds of rarriiges or wills,

Gecrge Willett's mext grandehild, Emmie Armstrong, had by 1897 be-
come Mrs, Emma €. Hallace.?5 I found no record of ihis marriage or any
reference to her husbend, eny children they might hova had, or a will,
Benjamln Armstreons tan not ba located in either the marrizge or will index,

The lust Armestrorng child, Framk, mrried Miss hnnie Theresz fooch on

2,76

September 13, 1802, Ih Fran% Armatrong’s will, thers is meniion of a

o .
son nzmad Albarh 6, Armstrang.'? he ez s I oan €ind, Albexrt 1s nol



1lving in Savanmah, and he left no will in Chatham County if he died.

George and Maria Willett’s mext child wes Laura. On March Ts 1866,
Iaura married Willian Mathuss.'C Thd couple had three children, Laura,
George W,, and Augustus D, Mathuss.”® William Mathuss died in 1875, but
his wife survived him by 2% years,ao Willianm and Laura's'daughter, laurs,
became ¥rs., John W, Fanning in 1833‘,?’.131 Laura Hanning{s #ill of 1908 makes
na mentlon of any children the couple Eight have ha.d;82 and John Mamming
left no #¥11l. I did locete a will for the Mathuss' son, George Mathuss,
This son remained in Savannah and married a woman named Beulzh., From
George's will, I learned thet they had four soms: William Zack Mathuss,
Geoxga M. Nathuss, Harold W. Mathuss, z2nd Maxion Mathuss., T Tound no fur-
ther mentlon of these sons with the exceptlom of Willaim Z. Mathuss, Tt
turns out that his wife, Mrs. Bsssie Evans Mathuss, became administratix
of her father-in~law's sstate, There was explemstion offered in the ad=-

" ministratlon papers of 19562, and so T am guessing that William 2., Mathuss
- must have bacome disabled or died by that ti.rma.:.ﬂ3 I found no further
ﬁention of Augustus D. Mathuss in any of the records I checked,

The mlddle child in the Willett family was Georgia, who on April 10,
1883, married William W. Metzger. & Georgla died on February 10, 1910,
whille Willaim lived until 1919.85 Altogether, they had seven children,
One child, ¥Willie, died when he was only a year old in 1883.85 In order
to make things as eclear ss possible, T enm liating the information I found
on the remaining Meizger children, as it appeared in & legal document of
1964 in this, Mery Metzger Woods pstitioned the court to become exeeus
érix of the estate of her father, Willlam W, Mztzger, Artlcle six of the
peiition réads a8 followss -

"ht the time of his death, the doconsod {‘.4’.'*'!%«‘:3: Wa }iet'.-‘.-ger}
left surviving as next of kin and heirs st J=w, in addition to
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hi= wife, Georgla E, Melzger, the following siw ehildren, to=-witt
tlica Metsger, Haltsr Helzper, Florence Neimger, Ceoorge Metzger,
Fary Metzger HYools, ilellle Hetzger, 41 this date, Seorgis Netzger,
wif'e of decedent, is also deeszsed as are 211l of the children
1isted "in thé preccding senience with the exception of the pe-
titioner, Allce Wetzger departel this 1ife ir Sevanmahn, CooTsia,
on December 8, 19:6, leavinz no 1ssue; Walter Metzger departed
this life in Savenrah, Georgia, on Februzry 3, 1954, lsaving iwo
daughters whose naimes and addresses are as follows: Kathleen Rogers,
Jesksonville, Florida, and Louise Stedeford, 1815 Mayview Re2d,
dacksonville, FPlorida; Florance Metoger ShefTield dAled in Savan-
nah, Georgia, on May 24, 1951, leaving = sen, Walter Sheffield,

- whose present address is 2640 Peachtree Road, Atlanta, Cag
Florrie Sheffield Inglesby, the daughter of Florence Shefiield, -
digd in Savanmah, Ca,, on Nov, 21, 1938, leaving ne issue; Ceoxrge
Metzger died in Atlzntz, Ge., on May 31, 1954, leaving one son,
George (, Meizger, Jr,, whose address is Horley Rozd, Salt Point,
FewW York; Kellie MNetzger departed this 1life in Atlanta, Ga., on
June 23, 1963, leavinz no issue."&?

1 wrote letters fo Leouisze Stedeford in Flﬁ., Waltey Sheffield in Atlanta,

and Mary ﬁatzger Woods in Atlanta, My lelter to Mr, Sheffield's wddress

was returned to me, and as of 8«1-70, I received no ansWwers from the others.

On Jarusry 29, 1873, George Willett's only son merried Mrs, Melissa Bawsnn.ee
Like his father, George Jr., Worked for the n&ilrnad.ag 4t one polnt, he arnd
"A.M, Parbee, Jr,, attemptadltﬂ run a restzurant at the Isle of Hope; but

this venture failed.gn George and Melisse Willett had one child, Q davghter
rEmed Dﬁiay E. Willett, A Gsorge died on Aprdld 30, 1930, leaving mo w111.92
Melisse dled in 1932, leaving a will in which she lelt everything to her

only chlld by Ceorge Willett, J»., Dalsy E. Hillett.93

I found no record
of a marriage for Delsy and no will,

George and Maria Willetl's youngest child was Fmma Florence. On Oct, 28,
1883, she married David J. I'I'n'L.g;:I.E.%r The couple hed three children, bult none
of these chlldren survived their parents, The oldest child, David Hagle,
was born in 1884 and died in IBQEz\Gharlie Farle was born in 1888 and diled
in 1892.95 The Hagle's only deughter, Emma Florence "Flossle™ HNagle, lived
in Columbus, Gr., 2t the fime of her death in 19173; she was 21 years old.gﬁ

David J. Magle died on October 29, 1323 Emmﬁ Iived until July 2%, 1926,
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‘The entire Nagle family Is bturied together in a lot at Laural Grove Cem=

ﬁta-r:f . 77

Eﬁilagge
From researching the life of George Milford Willett, T received the
impression that this man was a "dyed in the wool, wheeler-dealer," T drew
this ceﬁclusinn from the extent and types of his various business transsc-
tions,

A preat deal can be noted about the less persomal side of George Willett
1y following hin in the mewspepers and cturts. lLess can be said about George
88 a private individual, but the obituary for "the man who bullt the first
pssenger eay for the Central Rallrozd,” swns him up very interestingly by -
saying that he was “quite odd and eccenirlie, but at all times socd cempany

w30

and 2 genial companion.
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