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BACKGROUND


Somewhere around the year 1920, the Ethington family of Kentucky became interested in learning more about their ancestry.  It was generally known that the family descended from two half brothers named William and Fielding Ethington who had settled in the Henry County area of Kentucky in the year 1814.  They had supposedly come from Virginia, but that was about all that was known.


In the mid 1950's, James William Ethington of Seattle, Washington found a DAR pamphlet listing deaths of Henry County for the 1850's.  Among those listed was the family ancestor, William Ethington, and his father was noted as "J. Ethington".  This was the first indication as to the father of William and Fielding.


From that time on, family research centered on the elusive J. Ethington, but nothing more was to be found for a period of more than 30 years.

EARLY FAMILY RESEARCH EFFORTS


During the 1940's, 1950's, and 1960's various family members were very active in genealogy research.  Among them were Zenna Ethington of Salt Lake City, Emma (Ethington) Armstrong of Salt Lake City, Reed Ethington of Mesa, Arizona, and James William Ethington of Seattle. In addition to these family members who were working mainly in the West, Betty Ann Bowles of Shelbyville Kentucky was also very active in the search for J. Ethington.


Through these people’s efforts, many names were added to the family records, and many life stories were collected.  However, nothing at all could be found to more clearly identify the father of William and Fielding, and the general feeling was that we were at a "dead end", and any records that might have solved the puzzle must have been destroyed, if indeed they had ever existed.

EARLY RESEARCH EFFORTS BY HAROLD ETHINGTON


I first began searching for J. Ethington in 1962, some 20 years ago, while a student at Brigham Young University, in Provo, Utah.  I had always had an interest in our family history, but is was my older sister Patricia (Beadle) who introduced me to the genealogy research library (now Family History Library) in Salt Lake City.


My initial efforts were limited to reading the work of others, and looking in the indexes of various books to see if "J. Ethington" might be listed and identified as the father of William and Fielding.  In retrospect, I can now see that this was not the most productive way to do research, but at the time I was not skilled enough to identify and search out the proper records.


A great many years were spent in gathering names out of books, and trying to piece together an overall picture of the family in its present state.  Literally thousands of references to the family name were gathered from published sources, and a great deal of time was spent organizing and analyzing this information.


A national mailing list of over 400 Ethington surnames was built from telephone directories in the BYU collection, and a letter of inquiry sent in hopes some unknown Ethington family member might have more information on J., but none was forthcoming.  This list was later used to organize the first ever national Ethington Family Reunion, held in Kentucky in 1979.

JACKI LEE


In 1981 while discussing our lack of progress with Reed Ethington of Mesa, Arizona, he suggested that I contact his niece, Jackie Lee, of St. Johns, Arizona, saying that she was also an active researcher, and could be of some help.  I did so, and later found that she had been working on the J. Ethington problem for about 10 years.  During that time, she had had several experiences that had convinced her that J. was very anxious to have his records found and his temple work accomplished.  This was a tremendous boost to me and, together with the newfound help from Jackie's collaboration I felt encouraged about our prospects for success.


During the next several months a great deal was accomplished.  I had finally learned to use original records, and found that my years of name gathering were now of use in guiding us to wills, deeds, and marriage records.  Several "library days" were set up for family members to work under supervision, and some results were soon obtained.  One of the major turning points that I see in retrospect was some advice given to Jackie by Sharon Hamner, a researcher hired by Jackie to work in Virginia.  After several attempts to find J. Ethington in Virginia, Sharon told Jackie that we must go back to searching the Kentucky records and gather all that could be gotten there.  This seemed rather useless to me, since we knew that J. was from Virginia, but our lack of success in Virginia and Jackie’s' "feeling" that Sharon was right soon convinced me and we returned to the Kentucky records.

FIELDING ETHINGTON


On the 14th of September, 1981, my sister Elizabeth Ethington found the first indication that indeed, there was more to be found in the Kentucky records.  It was an organized research day and while working her assigned area, she discovered the will of Fielding's first father-in-law, William Williams.  In that will, Mr. Williams identified his son-in-law, Fielding, his (William William's) deceased daughter Betsy, and their daughter Polly.  This was the first clarification we had ever had of Fielding's children, and the death of his first wife, Elizabeth (Betsy) Williams.


This discovery gave us great encouragement to continue on with the Woodford County records, and we were not to be disappointed.  Some days later, while I was reading the unindexed court orders for that county, I came across the following:

Ordered that the clerk of this court bind Feilding Earington [sic] to Franklin Perry to learn the arte and mystery of a stone mason to serve until he arrives at the age of 21 years of age and then to receive a horse worth $50 a saddel and bridal and a suit of cloths [sic].

                           Woodford Co Ky. Court Orders

                           book C page 520

                           7 Oct 1805


Family tradition had told us that Fielding was a stone mason and now we had confirmation of this.  But the astounding fact to emerge from this entry was that he was there, in Kentucky, as a child, 9 years before showing up (in 1814) in Henry County!  The fact that he was child (age 15) indicated that at least one of his parents had come from Virginia with him as was likely still there at the time he was bound out.


This was an amazing development.  Our thesis had been that Fielding and William had come to Kentucky as young men, settling in Henry County in the year 1814.  But this new information completely changed all of that and gave us an entirely different picture to study.  We now had to ask ourselves How did the young Fielding get to Kentucky?  With whom did he come?  Why was he being bound out?  Who was Franklin Perry?  Why did his older brother William not come with him, but rather remain in Virginia for several more years?  And perhaps most important of all, Where were this young boy's parents?


In the excitement of this discovery, the next entry on the page was hardly noticed.  It read:

Ordered that the clerk of this court bind Jeremiah Edrington to John Gndshall until he shall arrive at the age of 21 years to learn the art and mystery of a farmer.

                     Woodford County Ky. Court Orders

                     book C page 520

                     7 Oct 1805


There was a family of Edringtons in the area.  They were quite prominent, always spelled their name EDRINGTON, and never had any interaction with our Ethingtons.  I assumed that simply by chance one of the Edrington families had been in court the same day as Fielding, and each boy had been bound out as was the custom in those days.  I would not learn how wrong I was until two years later, in a library two thousand miles away from Salt Lake City Utah.

KENTUCKY RECORDS


The next full year was spent in developing the Kentucky records.  Many hours were spent in reading unindexed court records and faithfully extracting references to the Ethington family.  A great deal was learned about the doings of the family members over the years, but any reference to the parents of Fielding or William seemed to elude us.  As the days passed and the time lengthened since the discovery of the Fielding reference in Woodford County, I once again began to feel a growing disappointment.


By now I had accumulated a great deal of information and it seemed necessary to place it with the library, both for safe keeping and for the use of other researchers, if there should ever be any interested in the Ethington line.  It happened that a close friend of Allen Ethington (Homedale, Idaho) worked for the Genealogical Society in acquisitions, and he was most anxious to obtain our work for the library.  Consequently, in the early Fall of 1982 the Society made microfilm copies of all of our work and included it in the catalogue of holdings.


On a cold November night in 1982 I was once again at the library.  I had been coming in at 7:30 in the mornings, working until time to go to work, and then returning  in the evenings until 10:00 PM when the library closed.  I was tired, cold, hungry, and starting to get sick from pushing so hard.  On top of all that, I was having absolutely no success at all and felt totally alone in trying to push the project forward.  Both my sister Patricia and Jackie, normally so supportive and willing to do all they could, were each involved in the holiday season, and had not been able to help much.


As I thought about these things, I began to feel very angry:  At myself for devoting so many years to such a hopeless project; At the family members who were not willing to come and help;  At the elements and the clock that all seemed to conspire against me when I was trying so hard; And most of all at J. Ethington, for not helping me when I had tried so very hard to find and help him.


I had had it.  After 20 years I had had it.  If he wanted to be found, and I assuredly knew he did not, someone else would have to do it.  I slammed by book shut, got up, and walked out.  I was through.  Not just for tonight, but for good.  I was through.


My feelings did not change appreciably during the 30 minute drive home.  I was sure I had made the right decision, and had no regrets.  Even the hot bowl of soup my wife Claudia had ready for me did nothing to assuage my feelings.  Just before finishing that bowl of soup, and as I was beginning to feel a little better, the phone rang.  It was nearly 10:00 at night.


The caller was a professional genealogist named Johni Cerny.  She had been hired by a client from Southern California, Ira Fulton, to do research on the Ethington line.  While doing her survey of existing materials, she had come across my work just recently donated to the library.  She had a substantial budget to work with, and asked if I would meet with her to discuss the project at length.


At 7:30 the next morning, I found myself once again at the library, and once again totally immersed in the search for J. Ethington.


Over the next several months, Johni proved to be the catalyst that made things work.  Between Ira's financial support, our volume of research over the years, and her professional expertise, things began to take on new life.  Perhaps most important, was her evaluation of where we were, what was important, and what we should do next.  The entire project now fell under her supervision, and once again things started to move.


One of the first things Johni pointed out was the importance of the reference to Jeremiah in the Woodford County records.  But, we were unable to find much more than this one reference, and a marriage contracted by him in Lexington, Kentucky.  The reference was once again tabled for future evaluation.

FIELDING ETHINGTON  -  HENRIETTA SHELTON


One afternoon in the Spring of 1983 I had a meeting planned with Johni in the genealogy library.  We were to meet a noon, but I arrived a little early, could not find her, so decided to just browse in the stacks until our appointed time.  In a few moments I was in the Kentucky section, and noticed a blue book on the top shelf labeled "Owen County Deeds".  I had no idea where Owen County Kentucky was, but felt that I should look at the book.


After so many years of index searching, it was quite natural to quickly flip to the back and check for the name "Ethington".  I did so, and was surprised to see a listing for Fielding, and one for Lewis.  I turned to the page, and saw that it was the marriage of Lewis Ethington to Cinderella Shelton, and Fielding was there as a witness (it was quite common to find such entries in early deed books).  This was all quite normal, but then the entry just preceding caught my eye, and I had to catch my breath.


All of the original family documents list Fielding Ethington's second wife (after Elizabeth Williams) as Henrietta Shelton.  This was just accepted, even though the marriage record had never been found (Owen County marriage records for that time had been destroyed).  The information had come from people who were quite close to Fielding, and it was considered to be accurate.  So you can imagine my surprise as I looked at a deed signed by a David and Henrietta Shelton!


It was to take another two months of research, but we eventually found that Fielding was not married to Henrietta Shelton.  Rather, she was actually his Mother-in-Law!  Fielding was married to her daughter Nancy, and it was Nancy who was named as his widow at his death in 1841.  So, because of a book with distinctive blue binding, two entries close together, and being just a bit early for a meeting, after 60 years the proper wife (Nancy) is now listed with her husband (Fielding), and the Mother-in-Law (Henrietta) is now correctly shown with her true husband, David Shelton.

RESEARCH TRIP TO KENTUCKY


As the work progressed during the early months of 1983, it soon became apparent that a trip to Kentucky was necessary.  The records in Salt Lake just were not sufficient to ascertain the identity of J. Ethington, and more original documents were needed.  All concerned felt that we needed to personally inspect such records as estate settlements, original bonds, and several order books that had been missed by the Genealogical Society micro-film crews.  Consequently,  Gordon Remington, the researcher assigned by Johni Cerny, made preparations to go to Kentucky in late July.  His trip was to be financed by Ira Fulton at a cost of $100 per day, and three days would be devoted to the Ethington line.


As I prepared the file for Gordon to take to Kentucky, I could not help but feel left out.  I felt very strongly that something of great importance would be found, and after so many years of searching, I wanted to be there when it happened.  In addition, Gordon and I both felt that my experience with the research would be invaluable in recognizing items that could be of importance.


The cost for me to go would have been about $600, which was beyond my personal reach.  However, since my election as the president of the family organization I had not spent any funds at all on research, and there was an excess in the account of exactly $600.  After conferring with other family officers, it was decided that we would use the money for me to go with Gordon to Kentucky for 6 days.


As soon as the decision was made, it seemed doomed to failure.  The original low airline fare quoted to me by an over-enthusiastic reservations clerk was not for a six day stay, but rather for an extended seven day stay over a weekend, and my business seemed to start having difficult problems.  Eventually though, I reluctantly arranged for a seven day stay, wished my partner good luck with the business, and left for the airport.  I was not terribly encouraged with the way things were starting out.


Once in Kentucky things started out slowly.  Gordon and I met in the Henry County court house in Newcastle, and worked there for the complete day.  Several items were found which was encouraging, and we decided to work in Woodford County the next day.

WOODFORD COUNTY


In Woodford county the court house was located in the town of Versailles, just South of Frankfort about 15 miles.  We started there in the morning and spent most of our time in the County Clerk's office, without too much success.  Just before leaving to go to Franklin County, Gordon asked to see the circuit court records.  We were told that they were probably upstairs in the Judges chambers, and we would have  to go up there.


We climbed the stairs to the room indicated, and found there a guard who didn't seem to know much about what was in the room.  Gordon quickly inventoried the books, and could see that the court orders and case files were not there.  When we asked the guard about these items, he did remember that they had been removed some time before, but he couldn't remember to where. Since circuit court records are not usually a prime genealogical source, each of us dismissed the problem and descended the stairs back to the County Clerk's office.


The rest of our time together, Gordon and I worked in Henry, Woodford, and Franklin counties without finding much of great importance.  I was disappointed, but Gordon pointed out that we had found a number of small items that could be important, and it was expecting too much to solve a 60 year old genealogy problem in just a few days on site.  We parted on Friday, Gordon to work on other cases in Shelby County, and I to fill three more days alone due to my extended airline ticket.

OWEN COUNTY


On Saturday I returned to Henry County to try to find a case that had been referenced in the court orders between James Ethington, son of William, and the "Callender heirs", or relatives of his mother, Sarah Ann Callender.  A full day of searching through dusty records finally revealed the papers in the circuit court files, just at closing.  The circuit clerk was kind enough to stay and make copies for me of the interesting case, but it still was not the answer to the J.  problem.  The next day I planned to go to Owen County which was just East of Henry County across the Kentucky River and look into another case between the Ethingtons and the Callenders.


I was surprised and grateful that the courthouse was open on Sunday.  I don't know if that is usual for that county, but I felt fortunate in not having to miss a day of research while waiting for my Monday departure date.


However, when I saw the condition of the records, I was not so sure about wanting to work there.  The room was small and damp.  There was little light, and the records were covered with a peculiar black dust.  I'm sure I was the first to touch them in many years.


I looked for the John Ethington vs. John Callender case for quite some time in the County Clerk's office with no luck at all.  After several hours I asked the clerk what he thought, and he suggested that perhaps it was a circuit court case, which would be found across the hall.  When I stepped into the Circuit Court office, it looked and felt like a different world.  It was clean, well lit, and a very pleasant lady was sitting behind a desk.  I asked to see the case files, and she took me to a smaller room where things were neatly arranged.  She showed me where the books were, and asked only that I replace whatever I removed.  Thanking her, I turned to go to work, and she left the room.


Within about a half an hour, I had found the case and was delighted by what I saw.  It was a dispute that originated in 1805 while the family was still in Virginia, so, for the first time we had a glimpse into their activities there.  In addition, the family ancestor, William, had been called as a witness, and his exact words were recorded in a deposition.  It was most interesting to see his grammar, and due to the phonetic spelling I could even see how he pronounced his words.  I felt as if he were in the room with me and I couldn't help but smile as I thought of him laboring so hard to answer the questions posed by John Callender's lawyer.  It was a thrilling experience, but even as I read, I had to admit, I was not one bit closer to finding his father, J. Ethington.

ANDERSON COUNTY


Monday August 1, 1983 was to be my final day in Kentucky.  I knew that enough had been found to call it a successful trip, and for that I was grateful.  But I still could not put J. out of my mind, and I began to plan every second of my last day's efforts.


There were still two very interesting family members that I wanted to learn more about.  The first was Reuben Ethington, who had settled from Virginia in Woodford, then Anderson County, and James Ethington, the supposed brother of Fielding who had settled in Trimble County.  My plan was to go to Anderson County first thing in the morning, then travel to Trimble County which was closer to the airport in Louisville and work there until the last minute before my plane left.  Each of these two individuals had been associated with J., and I felt that there was a good chance they might lead me to more information about him.


In order to insure that I would not get lost, I left my hotel room in Frankfort on Sunday night, and drove the 30 miles down to Lawrenceburg, the County seat of Anderson County where I would be working on Monday morning.  I paid careful attention to the road so that I would not lose any time the following morning trying to find the town.  After locating several landmarks, I continued on to my Father's birthplace in Lenore County, visited with his friends there, and then returned to my hotel in Frankfort.


The next morning I got up early, retraced the 30 miles to Lawrenceburg once again, and arrived at the court house at about 7:30 AM.  I had come in from the North, and had to leave on the same road so I circled the courthouse and parked on the East side of the building facing North once again.  I entered the court house as soon as they opened and worked until about 11:00 AM.  There wasn't much there, so I decided to go on to Trimble County since my plane left Louisville at 5:30 PM.  I returned to my car, turned left around the court house to the West, found my North - South road, turned right on it and headed North towards I-64 which would take me to Trimble County.

WOODFORD COUNTY, AGAIN


Or so I thought.  After a few moments, I began to feel that something was not right.  I was not seeing landmarks that should have been there.  But, I was sure I was traveling North, and would have to cross I-64 at some point, so there was no need to turn back and start over.  I continued to drive in what I was sure was a Northerly direction.


After about 15 more minutes, I knew that something was definitely wrong.  It was cloudy, so the sun was not visible, but I felt that I had definitely been traveling to the North which couldn't have been too bad.  When I found myself entering a small town I decided that maybe it was time to stop, look at a map, and try to figure out what I had done.  But the map showed no towns to the North of Lawrenceburg.


Looking up, I saw the tower of a court house nearby, so thought I would drive to it and try to see where I was.  Turning the corner, my heart sank as I recognized the Woodford County court house.  I was in Versailles, exactly 15 miles due East of Lawrenceburg.  I had driven in almost the exact opposite direction I had intended, missed a road I had traveled specifically to learn, and ended up in a town where I had already spent a number of unproductive hours.


I was angry, upset, and disgusted with my error.  Time was so short, and my own stupidity had cut it even shorter.  I couldn't believe I had been allowed to make such a error when I had tried so hard to prepare all I could.  But there I was - in the wrong place, and almost out of time.


I looked at my watch.  There seemed to be just enough time that I could perhaps make it to the freeway and catch up.  Jamming the gas to the floor, I decided to try and make it still to Trimble County.


I sped past the court house, and got to the North edge of town when suddenly it hit me:  "You fool, why do you think you are here?"  "Why do you think such an amazing set of circumstances has happened?"  "Do you think for a minute that this is just chance?"  Then the conflict began:  Is it inspiration?, or stupidity?  Am I supposed to be back here, or is this just another obstacle for me to overcome?  I surely didn't have any answers, but my watch told me that I had ten minutes that I could possibly squeeze out.  Sighing a silent "OK", I made a U turn, and returned to the court house.

THE CLERK


Rather than return to the County Clerk's office, I recalled my relative success in the Circuit Courts, and made my way to that door.  As I entered the office, the clerk, who was quite young and very pretty, was in the process of selling a fishing license to a young man leaning over the counter.  She was obviously taken by him no less than he was of her, and the transaction was proceeding rather slowly.  Several minutes passed as they talked and enjoyed the process of asking the personal questions on the license form (Are you married...?), and then they both moved to a camera that was set up in the corner.


Five minutes had passed.  My time was rapidly slipping away, and if I were supposed to be here I was sure it wasn't to watch these two young people giggle and talk to each other.  But now the film cartridge on the camera wouldn't fit, and he of course had to help her figure out how to make it do so, which consumed several more precious minutes.


Finally, he was gone, and the young lady turned to me and asked if she could help me.  I asked her if I could look at her old records, and said that I would be just a few minutes with them.  Her pretty face clouded up as she looked at me and said:  "Oh, I'm sorry, those records were all removed to the archives in Frankfort two years ago".  The minute hand on my watch at that moment passed over my allotted 10 minutes, and I knew I would not be going to Trimble County.

THE ARCHIVES, FRANKFORT KY


I weakly asked the young lady where the archives were.  She cheerily told me that they were just up the road in Frankfort, and as she described the building, I realized I had passed it twice on my trip to Anderson County the night before.  Thanking her, I returned to my car and headed for Frankfort and my one last hope:  The Kentucky State Archives.


It was now shortly after 12:30 PM.  As I entered the archives I mentally figured that I could stay until 3:30 and still catch my plane in Louisville.  But as I saw the guards, bars, and waiting lists, I didn't have much hope of finding anything in that short 3 hours.


In all of the court houses I had worked up till now I had had free access to all the books and case files.  I could pull the books down, reshelve them and move about the records at will. But here, I had to write down specifically which book I wanted, record my name, address, social security number etc., hand the form to a guard, and then sit and wait for him to bring me the one volume.  With little hope, I stared the process of going through the Woodford County Circuit Court records.


It took quite some time to figure out the clerk's system, but after a while I had compiled a list of cases that looked interesting.  In fact, I was amazed at how may cases there were that involved Ethington people.  One in particular appeared to stand out.  The index read:  Jeremiah Etherington vs. Johnstone Malone.


I quickly noted the box that contained the case file, and asked the guard to retrieve it as quickly as possible.  He left, and returned with several boxes. It was another half hour before I determined that they were not the correct boxes.  I had made a mistake on the numbering system.  It was now 2:30 PM.  With one hour to go, I sent the guard off with what I hoped were the proper numbers.


At about 2:45 I began searching through the case files that corresponded to the clerk's entry for Jeremiah Etherington.  Finally, at 3:00, I saw in my hands an aged piece of paper, folded longwise and tied up with string.  On the outside was written:  Jeremiah and Fielding Etherington vs. Johnstone Malone.


I knew at that moment I had found J. Ethington.

JEREMIAH EDRINGTON


With shaking hands, I untied the string and unfolded the folds of 170 years ago and read:

"This indenture made this 21st day of April, 1814 between Jeremiah Ethreington infant son of Joseph Etherington, deceast, and Fielding Etherington, guardian of said a Jeremiah..."


It was enough.  Circumstantial, yes, but it was enough.  Fielding and Jeremiah were brothers, Fielding the older now acting as guardian for the younger Jeremiah, and both sons of Joseph Ethington.  J. was no longer J.  He was Joseph.  And now, in the last half hour of the last day, in a place which I had ignored, and to which I had been gently but firmly guided, he was found.  My twenty year search had finally come to an end.

CONCLUSION


It is my firm testimony that this genealogical work is the work of the Lord.  It is of extreme importance to Him, and to our ancestors who have gone beyond.  I know that I was guided to those records by people who wanted, and needed to have them found.  I know that they love me, and want their names recorded with their families, and those ties to be established and strengthened through familiarity with their lives.  I have no doubt that my judgment was clouded as I drove due East from Lawrenceburg, thinking I was going North.  There was purpose in it, and it is now clear to me what that purpose was.


I am grateful to my Heavenly Father for having had this experience.  I share it with you now as my witness that He lives, and loves His children even as we love our own; that the bonds of family love extend both forward and back, and that it is our duty to respond to the gentle call of those who have gone before us.

                          Harold Dean Ethington

                          13 September 1984
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