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Betsy Reed, Contract Naming John Huntting
and Anna Huntting her Guardians, 1799

Whenever I see an early American legal document with a single woman's name
unattached to a husband, I tend to get a little excited because it's unusual and
there's usually a story involved. Until the late 19th century, married women were
considered to be the same legal entity as their husbands, so when I stumbled
across a contract with Betsy Reed's name on it, I immediately wanted to know
more about her.
Betsy Reed was born in 1787 to Joseph and Abigail "Nabby" Huntting Reed
(the daughter of Nathaniel Huntting (1730-1801); grandson of East Hampton's
second minister with the same name). By age twelve, Betsy was orphaned with
land bequeathed to her in Saybrook, CT from her father's estate. Given her youth,
Betsy needed a guardian appointed to her to oversee her finances, inheritance,
and general well-being. As such, the above document designated her Huntting
relatives as her guardians.
It's apparent that Betsy participated in these proceedings, coming before a
court and signing her own name. Her "contract" appointed John and Anna
Huntting as "guardian[s] of my person and estate until I attain the age of 21
years." John and Anna Huntting (elsewhere Anne) are identified as Abigail
Huntting Reed's brother and sister in records from Betsy's grandmother's estate.
Betsy's guardianship papers were witnessed by her uncle, David Miller of "Fire
Place," and Phebe Stratton. The papers were acknowledged by Judge Jonathan
Rogers of the Suffolk County Court of Common Pleas.
As an adult at age twenty-one, Betsy did not need a male relative to take
ownership of her land as the law recognized single women in rare circumstances
like hers. If she remained unmarried, she could hold property in her own name.
However, when she married, her property became her husband's.
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The Digital Long Island Collection is part of New York Heritage Digital Collections.
Included are searchable scans of deeds, drawings, etchings, inventories, letters,
maps, paintings, pardons, patents, photographs, plans, postcards, prints, sculptures,
sketches, textiles, tiles, yearbooks and more to come.
The East Hampton Star Archive is a fully searchable, online digital archive of our
local weekly newspaper, that features each complete issue of the paper from 19181968, exactly as it appeared in print. Visit the archive online, for a tour of our Town's
history that will fascinate both the amateur and professional historian!
The Karl Grossman Research Archive is an extensive collection of materials
digitized from the personal archive of Karl Grossman, an investigative reporter,
columnist, author, and current professor of journalism at SUNY Old Westbury. The
archive brings together a decades long career in reporting and journalism with topics
ranging from the economy and pollution to fishing and East Hampton Town. Patrons
are capable of searching this 9,500+ item collection by collection name, year, title, or
keyword search.
The Local Artist Research Archive is a collection of over 19,000 items digitized from
Guild Hall, containing materials including personal letters, photographs, news
clippings, and art catalogs concerning artists of the East End. Patrons are capable of
searching this archive by collection, title, or keyword search.
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