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Anyone who spends time researching family history eventually learns that records 

of births, marriages, and deaths often contain incorrect information.  You know 

for sure that records contain errors when records about the same people contain 

absolutely inconsistent information.  The errors can simply be mistakes made by 

the recorder (the person making the record, or “record-keeper”), mistakes made 

by the person who reports the facts to the recorder, or intentional 

misrepresentations made by that reporter.   (For example, the 1910 U.S. Census 

reports Jessie Haddleton’s age as 44, putting her birth year at about 1866, but in 

fact she was born in 1863 – I think this age-reduction technique may have been 

employed a lot.) 

It is almost needless to say, but family trees on Ancestry.com and other genealogy 

sites contain huge amounts of incorrect information.  Many people working on 

their trees simply copy information entered by others without seriously 

questioning the reliability of that information.  I, myself, am guilty of doing that 

with respect to some branches of my family tree, but where I come across 

obvious issues I stop and look very carefully. 

Jessie Leighton (Webster) Haddleton (1863 – 1922) was my great-grandmother.  

She presents the least distant (she’s only my great-grandmother, and was born 

less than 100 years before I was) and most frustrating brick wall in my 

genealogical research.  I don’t know where she was born, and I don’t know who 

her parents were, though I have some confidence about the identity of her father.   

With respect to records for which Jessie or a family member was the reporter of 

the facts, Jessie’s parents are consistently indicated as Richard E. Webster and 

Isabel (Ray) Webster.  However, Richard and Isabel were not married until Jessie 

was six years old, Isabel appears to have been a citizen of Canada until Jessie was 

at least four years old, and it was the second marriage for both Richard and 

Isabel.  All of this means that it is extremely unlikely that Richard and Isabel, 

together, were Jessie’s parents. 

It’s hard to imagine that Jessie had no recollection of her life before the marriage 

of Richard and Isabel, so it seems that she simply decided to tell everyone, when 

asked, that her parents were Richard and Isabel, the people who raised her from 

the age of six. 



As an example of mistakes in the records, the birthplace of Richard E. Webster is 

reported as New York (sometimes New York City, specifically), Indiana (in the 

1900 Census as the father of Florence Webster, showing Isabel then as a widow) 

England, and, in one case (1915 Rhode Island state census), France.  I go with New 

York City as his birthplace, since this is the birthplace indicated in multiple records 

for which Richard was himself the one reporting the facts to the recorder.  The 

other reported birthplaces were in records for which the reporters were his 

descendants. 

Some of the most relevant records about Jessie and her husband are presented 

here, along with my discussion of what they seem to show.  Significant questions 

remain unanswered at this time.  And I could have this wrong.  Somehow. 

1.  1870 U.S. Census 

 

This record reports the basics about Jessie and her family in 1870.  [An 1870 

Boston directory lists Richard Webster, Carpenter, at 100 Camden Street.] 

Jessie is 7, meaning that she was born about 1863, and this record says she was 

born in Massachusetts.  The head of the household, Richard Webster, a 

carpenter, was born in New York about 1835.  The woman of the house, Isabel, 

was born in Nova Scotia about 1840.  All of this information presumably came 

from Richard and / or Isabel, and I have no reason to doubt any of it.  Note that 

there is no statement regarding the biological parentage of Jessie. 



2.  Birth records for Jessie, Richard, and Isabel  

I am at this time unable to find any record of Jessie’s birth.  The closest I can come 

to a birth date is May, 1863, which is what is reported in the 1900 U.S. Census.  

(On the tree I maintain on Ancestry.com, I have her birthdate as 8 Jun 1863, but 

at this point I have no idea where that date came from.)   

I have also been unable to find any birth record for Richard E. Webster or for 

Isabel Ray, nor any death record for Richard E. Webster.  I do know that Richard 

died no later than 1893, since there is an entry in the 1893 directory for Chelsea, 

Massachusetts, indicating that Isabel is then a widow. 

3.  Jessie’s 1883 marriage record. 

 

This Massachusetts marriage record indicates that Jessie married Oliver Cornelius 

Haddleton on 28 Apr 1883.  The marriage took place in Newton, Massachusetts 

(another version of this record is from the city of Newton), and both of them were 

then living in Needham.  Jessie, not yet 20, reports that she was born in 

Springfield, Massachusetts and that her parents were Richard Webster and Isabel 

Ray.  [Other records, such as the 1883 birth record for Alfred William Haddleton – 

Jessie’s son who was born in Somerville, Massachusetts, suggest that Jessie was 

born in Boston, not in Springfield – Jessie or Oliver would have been the reporter 

then too, so why the change in birthplace?] 

Here is another record of this marriage: 



 

This reports the same information, except that Jessie’s mother is listed as 

“Isabella”, not “Isabel”.   I have seen both versions of this name, plus a third 

version – “Isabelle” in the records, and I conclude that nobody thought the 

differences were significant.  Isabel may herself have used all three versions of the 

name.  (For clarity, I will always refer to her as “Isabel” here, even if the record in 

question says “Isabella” or “Isabelle”.) 

4.  Jessie’s 1922 death record 

 

I don’t have the actual record, but the index apparently shows what is in the 

record (another family member’s name – perhaps Ralph Leighton Haddleton? -- is 

badly transcribed to “Rachaedee Haddad”).  Jessie died on 20 Nov 1922, not yet 

60.  I could try to get the actual death record, but this death index suggests that 

there is no additional information in it. 

5.  The 1869 marriage record of “Jessie’s parents” 

This is where everything that seemed straightforward becomes very unclear. 

This is from the City of Boston register of marriages recorded in 1869: 



 

 

First we have to deal with the fact that this record names “Robert Webster” and 

not “Richard Webster” as the husband.  I conclude that the name “Robert” is a 

mistake, and that this is really Richard Webster marrying Isabel (Ray) Archer.   The 

best supporting evidence for this conclusion is the information about Isabel.   

According to this 1869 marriage record, Isabel and /or Richard / Robert reported 

(1) that Isabel was 29 years old (meaning that she was born about 1840), (2) that 

she was born in Nova Scotia, and (3) that her parents were James and Margaret 

Ray.  Now here is Isabel’s death record: 

 



Note that Isabel is now “Isabelle”. 

 

 

And here is Isabel’s death notice: 

 

[As an aside, the information in these records was presumably reported by 

Florence Webster Wells (1st husband) Atwood (2nd husband), the daughter of 

Richard and Isabel who was born in Springfield, Massachusetts in 1875.  There 

doesn’t seem to be anything inconsistent in the records about Florence, who, I 

believe, was Jessie’s half-sister, sharing only their father]. 

Just as in the 1869 marriage record, these records of Isabel’s death indicate (1) 

that Isabel was born about 1840, (2) that she was born in Nova Scotia, and (3) 

that her parents were James and Margaret Ray. [If you go by the age reported in 

the official death record, Isabel’s birth was 29 Sep 1838;  if you go by the age 

reported in the death notice, her birth was 29 Sep. 1840.  I don’t think this 

discrepancy is of any consequence other than showing that one of the sources has 



it wrong.  I suspect that Sep 1838 is more likely to be correct but that’s just a 

suspicion.] 

What all of this suggests is that unless there were two different Isabel Rays, each 

of them born in Nova Scotia in about 1840 and each of them born to parents 

named James and Margaret Ray, the Isabel in the 1869 marriage record is our 

Isabel, the one who married Richard E. Webster.  I think we can reject the idea 

that there were two different Isabel Rays sharing all of these data points. [Note of 

caution to future researchers:  there actually is another Isabella from Nova Scotia 

– Isabella J. Maxwell -- married to another Richard Webster in Massachusetts in 

the late 1800s, but they were in Haverhill, that Richard is a farmer, and their ages 

do not match the ages of our Isabel and Richard.] 

Also, both the 1870 census report and this 1869 marriage record indicate that 

Isabel’s spouse (Richard / Robert) was a carpenter born about 1835 in New York.  

We also know that Richard was born in New York City, as opposed to anywhere 

else in the state of New York.  We know this from the Massachusetts death record 

of Frederick Webster, an infant born in 1871 to Richard and Isabel in Boston.  

Here is that death record (this tragic death was registered in Boston on 23 Nov 

1871 and indicates that Frederick was only 5 months old): 

 

[Note that in this record, Isabel is reported as Isabella.] 

If all of that isn’t enough to show that we have the right Isabel Ray here, there is 

also a church record from Boston confirming that “R.E. Webster” married 

“Isabella Archer.” 

 

From the same church (Pine Street Church, Boston -- United Methodist Church) 

there is another record relating to Richard E. Webster’s removal from the 

membership of the church (in March 1872, along with Isabel’s removal), so I think 

we can conclude that “R.E. Webster” is our Richard, and that Isabel and Richard 



were members of the same church before their marriage.  (They appear to have 

both been received into the church on 25 Oct. 1868 – I’m not sure what this date 

means for my analysis, if anything – is it a coincidence that they became members 

of the church at the same time, or did they know each other before joining the 

church?  In any case, they were not married until later.) 

 

 

The two key points in this record of the marriage of Richard E. Webster and 

Isabel Ray are that (1) it is a second marriage for both (Isabel having first 

married someone named Archer, apparently), and (2) it took place six years 

after Jessie’s 1863 birth.  That leaves four possibilities: 

(1) Jessie was the daughter of Richard and his first wife, who is unknown; 

(2) Jessie was the daughter of Isabel and her first husband, a man named 

Archer; 

(3) Jessie was the daughter of both of them, which would mean that they had 

an extra-marital encounter; 

(4) Jessie was the daughter of neither of them and was instead adopted by one 

or both at some point. 

I believe the most likely answer is that Jessie was the daughter of Richard and 

his first wife (a marriage for which I have not yet found any record).  I base this 

mostly on two facts: 



(1) Through different genealogy sites I find DNA matches with three different 

individuals who descend from a Webster family from Freeport, Maine.  Cousins of 

mine on my Haddleton side share these matches.  (But see item 6, below, 

suggesting that our Websters may have no connection to the Maine Websters). 

(2) A Boston passenger list from 1867 (8 Oct 1867) suggests that as of that time 

Isabel was still a Canadian citizen and was traveling alone.  Here is that record: 

 

If there is any doubt that this is our Isabel, consider this record from three years 

later (10 Sep 1870), in which Isabel is again coming into Boston on a schooner 

from Shelburne, N.S.  This time she is a U.S. citizen, and it appears that she has 

Jessie (it’s difficult to read the writing), age 8, with her. 

 

 

So that leaves us, I think, with the likelihood that Jessie’s parents were Richard E. 

Webster and an unidentified mother, his first wife.  It is possible that Jessie’s 

middle name, Leighton, is the family name of her mother, but it’s far from certain.  

(I do have DNA matches with several Leightons, and I can’t see a good place for 

that connection other than here, but that doesn’t rule out anything else.) 

  



6.  John E. Webster – brother of Richard E. Webster – a possibly helpful tangent 

In trying to find out more about Richard E. Webster, I came across records 

relating to John E. Webster, who appears to be Richard’s older brother.  They 

both lived in the Boston area, they were both born in New York City in the 1830s 

(John about 1832 and Richard about 1835), and they were both born to Thomas 

and Susan Webster.   

Here is the 1855 marriage record for John E. Webster, who reports that he is a 

gilder (someone who applies an overlayer of gold onto something – jewelry or 

artwork, I imagine) – his spouse is Phebe A. Luce: 

 

 

John was a sergeant in the Civil War (there could be more information here about 

the parents of John and Richard): 



 

In February, 1864, John and his wife were living in Dedham, Massachusetts when 

tragedy struck.  Three of their young children died within a single week, Benjamin 

on 5 Feb, John on 11 Feb, and Leula on 12 Feb. 

 



In 1865, John and Phebe were living in Norton, Massachusetts, with their 2-year 

old son, Irving E. Webster (about whom I find no subsequent information): 

 

In the 1880 U.S. census, John and Phebe were in Iowa, where John became a 

farmer.  Note that he reports that his parents were born in England.  If that’s true 

(and it may or may not be true), then the connection to the Webster family of 

Maine (suggested by DNA matches) doesn’t come through these Websters and 

instead may come through Richard E. Webster’s first wife, who (though a 

Leighton or something else) could easily have been a Webster descendant. 

 

John died no later than 22 Aug. 1889, when his widow, Phebe, applied for a 

military pension (there could be more information here about the parents of John 

and Richard). 

 

This is all I have found to date.  Thoughts and suggestions are welcome!  I am on 

the verge of hiring a professional genealogist. 

FBH 

 


