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History professors often warn their students not 
to rely exclusively on secondary sources, but 
instead, use primary sources when available 

such as personal correspondence, photographs, and 
government documents to verify information found 
in histories, journal articles, newspapers, websites, and 
other publications. A good example of how a secondary 
source misled one historian involves the photographer 
Samuel C. Chester (1851–1937), who spent much of 
his long career in Camden, Cape May, and Millville, 
New Jersey.

Chester produced a substantial body of high-quality 
work and appears to have been a law-abiding family 
man and a skillful photographer from 1865 to about 
1932. This essay will review the mistakes previously 
made in published accounts about him and then provide 
an accurate, illustrated review of his career. 

Robert Taft (1894–1955) taught chemistry at the 
University of Kansas, where he had obtained his Ph.D. 
in 1925, but his avocation was art history, including 
the history of photography. In 1938, he published an 
unprecedented, thoroughly researched, history that 
scholars still consult today.1 In discussing the renowned 
Mathew Brady (1822–1896), who organized the most 
comprehensive photographic documentation of the 
Civil War, Taft listed Samuel C. Chester as one of 
Brady’s team of cameramen.2 In his long endnote no. 
255, Taft thanked Leon Conley of Haddonfield, New 
Jersey, for furnishing him with the information on 
Chester and cited Chester’s obituary in the April 26, 
1937, Courier-Post (Camden), that Conley no doubt 
had kindly sent to him.3

What Taft failed to realize was that Chester’s 
obituary, entitled “Samuel C. Chester, Photographer, 

Dies; Man Who Took 1600 Civil War Pictures 
Succumbs Here at 86,” was carelessly written with a 
misleading title. It was based on an article published 
in the Evening Courier (Camden) on January 26, 
1937, for which a reporter interviewed the venerable 
widowed photographer, living in poverty without gas or 
electricity with his daughter Linnie (Melinda) Chester 
in North Camden.4 In that interview, Chester stated 
that he made his first photographs in 1865 at the age 
of 14, when he lived in Millville, Cumberland County. 
As a youth, he habituated the premises of Millville 
photographer J. B. Brown and learned the collodion 
wet plate process by watching the professional at work.5 
When Brown asked him to keep an eye on his gallery 
while he was away in Atlantic City, Chester asked his 
friend Sam Richards to sit for him. He fixed Richards’ 
head with a clamp called an immobilizer, prepared 
a collodion glass plate negative, inserted it into the 
camera, and made a ten-second exposure, followed by 
development, fixing, and washing. Upon his return, 
Brown’s surprise at Chester’s success led to a job, as will 
be discussed below.

In the January 1937 interview, Chester related how 
he and Brady’s nephew Levin C. Handy (1855–1932) 
printed three copies each of 1,600 glass plate negatives 
that the War Department had purchased from Brady. 
Chester may have been mistaken about the purchase as 
it was Congress that had paid Brady in 1874 and 1875.6 
Perhaps the negatives were only stored at the War 
Department. In any case, this printing was likely done 
at Handy’s own gallery, located on the second floor of 
a carriage house behind his home at 494 Maryland 
Avenue SW, Washington, DC. Chester stated that the 
negatives were so valuable that the War Department 
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Portrait of Samuel C. Chester, circa 1880. Library of Congress, Brady-Handy Collection, from glass plate negative taken in Mathew Brady’s 
or his nephew Levin C. Handy’s gallery in Washington, DC.
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only let them borrow one box at a time. It is clear that 
Chester did not take any of these Civil War photos 
because he was only 14 when the war ended and did not 
work for Brady until about a decade later. Apparently, 
the obituary misled Taft when it stated that Chester 
“took 1600 negatives during the Civil War, among them 
one of General William T. Sherman and his staff.”7 

The obituary conflated Chester’s photograph of 
Sherman and his generals with a well-known one 
by Brady taken more than a decade earlier in 1865. 
Chester, who at a still unknown date in the latter 1870s, 
began working with Brady and Handy, had mentioned 
in his interview that among his photos was a group 
shot of Sherman with his generals, including General 
Alexander McDowell McCook (1831–1903), who was 
Sherman’s aide-de-camp from 1875 to 1880.8 After that 
portrait, recalled Chester, McCook asked if he could 
change his clothes and leave his valise and uniform 
at Brady’s while he went out on the town overnight. 

Before McCook’s return the next day, Chester put on 
the general’s uniform and sat for a portrait, probably by 
Handy, for by that time Brady did little camera work 
himself. That photo is unfortunately not in the Brady-
Handy Collection at the Library of Congress (LC).9

That Chester worked with Brady and Handy in 
Washington is incontrovertible. Although the one of 
Chester in uniform has not been found, another of a 
bearded Chester wearing a suit is in the LC Brady-
Handy collection.10 The date of the photo is unknown, 
but Chester was definitely with Brady in 1879 and 1880 
when he was listed in the Washington city directories 
as a photographer at Brady’s studio, 635 Pennsylvania 
Avenue NW. Brady also lived there and because 
Chester is not listed with another address, he probably 
resided with either Brady or Handy.11

In other work for Brady, according to the interview, 
Chester photographed engineer John Ericsson, who had 
designed and built the iron-clad ship Monitor, which 

engaged the Merrimac in the 
famous Civil War naval battle 
at Hampton Roads on March 9, 
1862. Chester also claimed that 
he took the first picture of Thomas 
Edison with his phonograph in 
April 1878, when the inventor 
was in Washington to obtain 
patents, although Edison had 
already received his patent for 
the phonograph on February 
19, 1878. He was in the capital 
to demonstrate his invention 
to the National Academy of 
Sciences, Congress, and President 
Rutherford B. Hayes at the White 
House.12 At least two negatives 
of Edison alone were made and 
two with associates.13 Although it 
is possible that Edison had been 
portrayed with the phonograph 
before he came to Washington, 
no such portrait has been found 
so Chester’s claim of priority still 
stands.14

In another example of his 
work for Brady, Chester claimed 
in his interview to have taken 
the last photographs of President 
James A. Garfield and his family 
shortly before Garfield was shot 

Samuel C. Chester, obituary, Morning Post (Camden), April 26, 1937. The text contains significant 
errors, including assertion that Chester took 1,600 Civil War photos.
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by disappointed office seeker Charles J. Guiteau at the 
Baltimore and  Potomac Railroad Station. Garfield had 
been sworn in on March 4, 1881, and the portraits 
would have been made before Guiteau attacked the 
President on July 2 of that year. Sadly, Garfield died of 
his wounds, exacerbated by infections likely the result 
of medical treatment, in Elberon, Long Branch, on Sep-
tember 19, 1881.

Chester made several portraits of Garfield, includ-
ing a close-up of his head and shoulders that illustrates 
the biography of him on Wikipedia, and two of the 
President standing with the famous Abraham Lincoln 
chair. In February 1857, the House of Representatives 
was refurbished and Lincoln, who had been an Illinois 
Congressman (1847–1849), rescued his chair and gave 
it to Mathew Brady, who used it for many years there-
after for sittings by important clients.15 The Library 
of Congress’ Brady-Handy Collection also includes 
 Chester’s portraits of Garfield’s family. He photo-
graphed Garfield’s wife Lucretia (1832–1918) alone 
and the couple’s five surviving children with the same 
painted background that appears in one of the photos of 
Edison.16

Chester’s career started in the collodion wet plate 
era, when hand-prepared glass negatives, after process-
ing, were used to make monochrome purplish-brown 
contact prints in the sun on albumen paper sensitized 
by the photographer.17 For cabinet cards, about 4 1/4 x 
6 1/2 inches, and larger photos, photographers would 
retouch the faces on the glass negatives to remove blem-
ishes using a retouching stand like the home-made one 
in the photo of Chester that accompanied the January 
1937 article. Enlargements colored in oil, watercolor, 
and charcoal became a staple of the portrait photo- 
graphy business by 1870, as were inexpensive tintypes. 
Around 1880, like other professionals, Chester would 
have switched to gelatin dry plates, known by photo- 
graphers as “the instantaneous process” because these 
glass negatives significantly shortened exposure times, 
as well as being more convenient, since unlike collodion 
negatives, they came ready to use.18 

In 1889, George Eastman became the first manu-

Samuel C. Chester, Thomas Edison with his tinfoil phonograph, April 
1878. Taken at Mathew Brady’s studio, Washington, D.C.  Brady-Handy 
Collection, Library of Congress. 

Samuel C. Chester, President James Abram Garfield, with Lincoln 
chair, 1881.  From glass plate negative taken at Mathew Brady’s 
studio, Washington, D.C.  Brady-Handy Collection, Library of Congress. 
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facturer of flexible roll film, supplied for simple Kodak 
box cameras that significantly increased the number of 
amateur photographers, including women and children, 
and impacted the professional photography business. 
In the 1890s, this flexible nitrocellulose film, also called 
nitrate or celluloid film, enabled the first commercial 
motion pictures, which Thomas Edison introduced in 
1894 and viewed by one person at a time in Kineto-
scopes. Despite the availability of roll and sheet film, 
some amateurs and professionals like Chester continued 
using glass plate negatives until the 1920s. 

The 1890s also saw a profusion of photographic 
printing papers. In addition to albumen, photographers 
made collodion and silver gelatin prints, some of which 
could be printed with gas or electric light on “gas-light 
papers.” To distinguish their work from amateurs, some 
photographic artists in the early 1900s began offering 
portraits in platinum, carbon, gum bichromate and 
other high priced, hand-crafted alternatives.19 With the 
advent of photomechanical reproduction, newspapers 
and magazines, beginning in the 1890s, started rou-
tinely reproducing photographs, creating a new market 
for professionals. In 1907, color photography became 
commercially feasible with the Autochrome, the first 
widely used color process. Others followed, including 
Dufaycolor transparencies and Vivex color prints, and 
Chester lived to see the introduction of Kodachrome for 
still photography in 1936.

Although Chester was not a Civil War photo- 
grapher, he did have a long and remarkable career 
that began in Millville, Cumberland County. He was 
born there on September 27, 1851, to Hannah and 
Asbury Chester, a carpenter who grew up on a farm 
near  Williamstown and settled in Millville in 1847. 
Born near Haddonfield in 1815, Asbury, the son of a 
Methodist clergyman, became a Methodist preacher, 
homebuilder, farmer, butcher, Justice of the Peace, and 
railroad station agent. Early on, he was known as Mayor 
of Millville, although his actual title was chairman of 
the Millville Township Committee that governed until 
the town was incorporated as a city in 1866. Asbury was 
married twice and had two children with his first wife, 
who died in 1849, and eight, including Samuel, with 
his second, Hannah (née Clunn), whom he married in 
1850.20

Chester’s mentor, Josiah Burnstead Brown, usu-
ally found as J. B. Brown, was born in Massachusetts 
in 1833. His early life is obscure and evidence has not 
been found that he was a self-employed photogra-
pher before the Civil War.21 In the 1860 U.S. Census 

for the town of Burlington, New Jersey, he is listed as 
“Jones” B. Brown, 26, bricklayer, born in Massachusetts, 
living with his wife Mary C., 26, and daughter Mary 
J., 3, both born in Pennsylvania. The census listed his 
personal estate as $500, worth about $17,000 in 2022 
dollars. How he learned photography remains to be 
discovered, but in May 1863 he paid for a $10 license to 
practice camerawork under the name Josiah B. Brown 
in the village of Pottsgrove, Montgomery County, 
Pennsylvania, in accordance with the Internal Revenue 
Act of July 1, 1862, passed to raise money for the fed-
eral government’s enormous war expenses.22 Since his 
wife Mary was from Pennsylvania, that might explain 
his presence there.

Some early carte-de-visite portraits by Brown have 
an imprint on the back with “J. B. Brown, Photographer, 
Tenth Regt. N.J.V.”23 The Tenth Regiment, New Jersey 
Volunteers, which was raised in Beverly in Burlington 
County, was stationed near Philadelphia between July 
and September 1863, when it was reassigned to Potts-
town, about 50 miles northwest of Pottsgrove. Brown 
may have followed the regiment there and like other 
contemporary photographers, set up a tent studio at 
the encampment. But not long after, with his growing 
family (another daughter, Cornelia, was born in 1863), 
Brown relocated to Millville, where under the name 
J. B. Brown & Co., he paid for a $10 license in May 
1865 and renewed it for $15 in August, a month before 
Chester turned 14.24

Brown may have initially operated from a tent 
as the label on the back of his ferrotype cards reads, 
“Brown & Co’s Wigwam Photograph & Ferrotype 
Rooms, High Street, Millville, N.J.”25 In 1866, Brown 
opened a new gallery, this time without “& Co.”26 He 
was still in Millville as late as 1867 when he paid for a 
$10 license, the last year the federal government col-
lected this fee.27 Where he operated for the next few 
years has not been firmly established. He may have 
stayed in Millville, but he may also have been the J. B. 
Brown listed as a Warren, Massachusetts, photographer 
in the 1868 Worcester County Directory.

By 1870, Brown was in Cape May and Samuel 
Chester was working for him. Chester, then 19 years 
old, was enumerated twice in the census that year. In 
the village of Cold Spring, Lower Township, Cape May 
County, Chester was recorded as an apprentice artist 
living with Josiah B. Brown, photo artist, 36, his wife 
Mary C., 36, the three Brown children, and an English-
born domestic servant, Rhoda Milin, 18. In Vineland, 
Chester was recorded without an occupation with his 
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own family, including his father Asbury, 50, railroad 
station agent, his mother Hannah, 38, and six siblings.28 
Double counting in the census occurred because the 
recordings were not taken on the same day. Apparently, 
when the census taker came around in Cold Spring on 
June 28, Chester was there, but he was with his family 
in Vineland on August 8.

In the 1860s, Cape May in the south and Long 
Branch in the north were the leading Jersey Shore 
resorts, attracting a high percentage of their visitors, 
respectively, from Philadelphia and New York. (Later in 
the century, Atlantic City began to surpass Cape May 
in popularity.) Cape May, which is at approximately the 
same latitude as Washington, DC, became a convenient 
and profitable place for Brown to operate in the sum-
mer, in part because the Cape May & Millville Railroad 
had been completed in 1867. In addition to linking its 
namesakes with connections, the railroad sped travel 
for vacationers from Philadelphia and other depar-
ture points, although steamboats continued to offer an 
attractive alternative.29

In Cape May, Brown had a gallery at the foot of 
Ocean Street where it ends at the beach, not far from 
the current location of the Cape May Convention 
Center. There he made portraits, and also sold stereo-
graphic views taken in the area, including one, now 
at the Library of Congress, of six men and women 
playing croquet at a Mr. McCrary’s cottage.30 Other 

stereographs by Brown’s Gallery featured couples with 
children on a large lawn in front of McMakin’s (Atlan-
tic) Hotel. It is possible that young Chester made some 
of the photographs credited to Brown as it was quite 
common in those days not to mention the camera 
operator if different from the gallery owner. Brown left 
Millville and Cape May but was still a photographer 
when he died in 1901.31

Between 1870, when Chester was listed twice in 
the U.S. Census and April 1878, when he photographed 
Thomas Edison at Brady’s, Chester’s whereabouts 
remain an opportunity for future research, with the 
exception of his activities in Wilmington, Dela-
ware, around 1875–1877, although precise dates for 
this episode in his career have not been found.32 In 
 Wilmington, Chester partnered with the ambitious 
Thomas E. Sexton (1835–1913).33 Sexton was born 
in Mercer County, New Jersey, where he was raised 
on a farm. When he was fifteen, his parents moved to 
 Bordentown and by 1859 he became a daguerreotypist 
and photographer there for about a year before re- 
establishing his business in Springfield, Illinois. In 1862, 
he ran a livery stable for five years.34 By 1864, however, 
he was also conducting a photo gallery in Wilmington, 
where he patented a photographic printing frame in 
1866.35 Meanwhile, Sexton managed a farm that he had 
purchased in 1859 near Pawnee, Illinois, and period-
ically he left Delaware for extended periods to live 

J. B. Brown, Foot of Ocean Street, Cape May.  McCrary’s Cottage, stereograph, circa 1870. Marion S. Carson Collection, Library of Congress. 
From period when Samuel C. Chester was Brown’s apprentice. 
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there or in Taylorville in the same state. In 1877, he left 
Wilmington permanently and went back to his farm. 
After a few years, he sold it and bought another farm 
in Springfield Township, and later retired to the city 
of Springfield, where he died a prosperous and well- 
respected man.36

Chester was in Wilmington by September 1875, 
when the Board of Education authorized him to do 
group photos of schoolchildren.37 It appears likely that 
Sexton brought Chester into the business because he 
was making regular trips to Illinois and planned to go 
back there permanently. Chester continued operating 
from Sexton’s at 414 Market Street after his partner 
left, and at some point, moved to 302 Market Street.38 
Soon thereafter, he went to work for Mathew Brady 
and his nephew in Washington, DC.

An obvious question is how Chester, at that time 
a young man without a national or regional reputation 
as a photographer, became associated with Brady and 
Handy. One possibility is that they met in 1876 during 
the Centennial Exhibition in Philadelphia, which 
included a major photography exhibit at which Brady 
won an award.39 Hundreds of photographs by U.S. and 
foreign photographers were displayed in the Photo-
graphic Art Building, a 242 x 77-foot annex to the Art 
Gallery, one of the five principal buildings. In con-
junction with that exhibit, the National Photographic 

Association, the professional organization of photo- 
graphers, held its annual convention there on August 
15–17. Considering Chester’s proximity to Philadelphia, 
it seems reasonable to hypothesize that he was among 
that throng of photographers and may have met Brady 
or Handy, or both. Another possibility is that Brady, or 
more likely Handy, vacationed at some point in Cape 
May and met Chester there.

It is doubtful that Chester met Brady before 1876 
as Brady had fallen on hard times after the Civil War. 
Brady went bankrupt and his Washington gallery, a 
branch of his main one in New York, was sold in 1873 
for $5, subject to liens of $5,000.40 The sale did not 
resolve Brady’s financial problems, as he continued to be 
indebted, especially to Levin Handy.

However Chester became acquainted with Brady 
and his nephew, his work with Handy in the late 1870s 
led to a Chester & Handy partnership for about five 
years, with galleries in Cape May, Philadelphia, and 
Washington, DC. Although some sources date this 
partnership to 1882, when Chester and Handy are first 
listed together in the Washington, DC, directory, one of 
their stereo views depicting the Cape May Lighthouse 
is dated in pencil, August 9, 1880. The imprint on the 
back reads, “Chester & Handy, Photographers, Next to 
Stockton Bath Houses, [Southwest] Cor. Beach Avenue 
and Ocean Street, Cape May, N.J.”41 The partners are 

J. B. Brown, Foot of Decatur Street, Cape May. J. B. Brown and family, stereograph, 1870–1871. Dated by estimated age of Brown’s youngest 
daughter, Rosalee, two years old in the 1870 census. Likely taken by Brown’s apprentice Samuel C. Chester.  Kenneth H. Rosen collection.
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Chester & Handy (Samuel C. Chester & Levin C. Handy), Corner Beach Avenue & Ocean Street, Cape May. Lighthouse, stereograph. 
Kenneth H. Rosen Collection. Another copy of this view seen, dated August 9, 1880. 

Chester & Handy, Corner Beach Avenue & Ocean Street, Cape May. Large group at Stockton House, stereograph 1880–1885. Kenneth 
H. Rosen collection.
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Chester & Handy, Corner Beach Avenue & Ocean Street, Cape May. Life Saving Station, stereograph, 1880–1885.  Kenneth H. Rosen collection.

Chester & Handy, Cape May. Group under Cape May Pier, promenade card (4 1/8 x 7 1/8 inches), August 1885.  Kenneth H. Rosen collection.  
Note the African American man and children in the group.
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found in the 1881 Cape May County Directory at this 
address. In that year, they were not listed in the Wash-
ington, DC, directory, but in the 1882 edition, they can 
be found at 426 7th Street NW.42 The imprints on their 
cartes-de-visite from the early 1880s mention that the 
Cape May business was a branch of their establishment 
at 907 Ridge Avenue, Philadelphia, or of Cape May 
with a branch at 426th 7th Street, Washington, “Next 
door to Ballantyne’s Book Store.”43

As did other Jersey shore photographers such as 
Gustavus Pach and William H. Stauffer in Monmouth 
County and William Long and Gilbert & Bacon 
in Cape May, Chester & Handy made stereo views 
with hotel guests, from small groups to more than 
fifty, who became potential buyers. In particular, they 
photographed gatherings on the Stockton House 
veranda near their gallery.44 Not surprisingly, given the 
times, the guests were mostly Caucasian. An August 
1885 Promenade card photo by Chester & Handy of 
a large group on the beach under the Cape May Pier 
includes one well-dressed African American man and 
several black children, probably his.45 Cape May tried 
to attract mainly the white elite, however, and relatively 
few African Americans vacationed there compared to 
Asbury Park and Atlantic City.46

In addition to group photos, Chester & Handy also 
produced stereo views of local points of interest, e.g., 
a street scene with the Westmoreland Villa.47 Others 
included the Cape May Life Station, one of a series of 
such facilities spaced at regular intervals along the shore 
before the U.S. Coast Guard was established. Another 
view shows the crowded beach and ocean with a horse-
drawn passenger wagon in the foreground. On the 
left side in the distance can be seen a large frame with 
photos, apparently marketing photographic services. The 
pink back carries the imprint, “Chester & Handy Por-
traits, 907 Ridge Avenue, Phila., Pa. Branch, Cape May, 
N.J. Views, Samples & Machinery Photographed.”48 
Chester & Handy also sold Cape May stereo views of 
other beach scenes, a boat on the ocean, at least four 
different hotels, and the street along the ocean with 
Denizot’s New Ocean Pier on the left. They also made 
cabinet cards of people sitting on hotel verandas and 
made portraits at the studio in the cabinet card and 
carte-de-visite sizes.49

The Library of Congress holds an extraordinary 
Chester & Handy carte-de-visite of a photographer 
wearing a straw hat, with his camera and a painted 
backdrop of waves in the background. Under the 
camera body is a sign with “Chester & Handy” and the 

Cape May address. Someone has written, “Welcome 
The Dude,” on the front and on the back, “Good 
Evening Mr. Handy. It is a Mash you want, Dick.” The 
imprint gives the Cape May address and “Branch of 426 
7th St., N.W., Washington, D.C. Groups Photographed 
Instantaneously Under the Sky Light.” A list of names 
written on the back may be customers of the firm.50

On December 21, 1882, the Evening Critic 
(Washington, DC), reported that Mathew Brady “has 
associated himself with Chester & Handy, where they 
are prepared to make fine work, any size or style.”51 In 
1883, Brady took out a full page ad in the Washing-
ton, DC, directory for this “National Portrait Co.” at 
1113 Pennsylvania Avenue, NW. Listed as the gallery 
manager with Chester and Handy as associates, Brady 
offered portraits by the aforementioned “instantaneous 
process,” and sold likenesses of government officials, 
including the President, the Cabinet, Senators, Mem-
bers of Congress, Supreme Court Justices, and other 
celebrities. In addition to the standard card photo-
graphs, patrons could purchase portraits on porcelain 
and in oil and watercolors. Although not mentioned in 
the ad, Brady also sold his Civil War views. The individ-
ual listing for Chester in the 1883 directory shows that 
he lived with Handy at 494 Maryland Avenue SW.52

Brady’s National Portrait Co. of 1883 only lasted 
about a year. In 1884, Brady no longer appeared in the 
Washington, DC, directory, while Chester & Handy 
continued at their 7th Street location. Their cabinet 
photo of a woman, likely from 1884, is on a dark 
maroon card with a gilt imprint below the image and 
beveled gilt edges, with the back blank and gray.53 The 
imprint only gives the studio’s 7th Street address in 
Washington.54 Another dark maroon cabinet card by 
Chester & Handy has been seen of a posed studio shot 
of ten men and women. As obvious by the maritime 
backdrop, it was taken in Cape May and its gilt imprint 
reads, “Cape May, N.J. & Washington, D.C.”

In 1885, the partners were listed at Handy’s on 
Maryland Avenue, where Handy remained for many 
years.55 Subsequently, Chester continued alone in Cape 
May and examples of his portraiture with his imprint, 
sans Handy, have been found between 1886 and 1896.56 
The Cape May business was seasonal, and Chester must 
have felt the need to open at another location during 
the non-summer months. Not surprisingly, he chose 
his hometown of Millville, where he would return from 
Cape May in the fall.57 The Bridgeton Evening News 
stated on January 4, 1888, “A large number of people 
are very much pleased over the advent of so good a 
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photographer as S. C. Chester. His arbor and winter 
background scene receives much praise. Mr. Chester 
succeeds D. W. Carpenter, High Street, Millville.”58 The 
next day, the same newspaper mentioned that Chester 
was able to make portraits day or night, implying that 
he had electric light in his studio.59 Electricity had come 
to Millville in 1886, so Chester was able to take advan-
tage of it when he opened on High Street at the end of 
1887 or early in January 1888.60

The years 1887 and 1888 were important for 
 Chester’s personal life as well. On May 15, 1887, at the 
age of 36, he married Amelia Hunt, 22, who grew up on 
a farm in West Whiteland, Chester County, Pennsylva-
nia, and was living in Springfield, Ohio. Their first child, 
Melinda (Linnie) Chester, was born on November 26, 
1888, at their Millville home, 424 Oak Street. Their 
second, Charles Sumner Chester, was born in the same 
place on December 1, 1890.61

Most of Chester’s extant work from the late 1880s 
and 1890s consists of portraits, usually in the form of 
cabinet cards, which had replaced the smaller cartes-de-
visite and ferrotype cards (tintypes mounted to the size 
cartes-de-visite) as the most popular card photograph.62 
In 1866, with the waning of the early 1860s carte-de-
visite craze, the cabinet card had been introduced in 
England and then widely adopted in the United States, 
although cartes-de-visite continued to be the most 
popular format until the 1880s.63 Albums to store both 
card formats were available from photographers and 
stationery stores.

Unlike other collodion processes, tintypes per-
sisted in the photographic marketplace in New Jersey 
after 1880, especially at the shore, but Chester did not 
make any that have come to this author’s attention. 
Because no negative or printing was involved, tintypes 
could be processed and delivered to the sitter in about 

Chester & Handy, 426 7th St., Washington, DC. Unidentified woman 
with lace collar, cabinet card, circa 1884. Author’s collection. 

Chester & Handy, Cape May. Ten adults, cabinet card, 1886. Author’s 
digital collection. 
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15 minutes or less and they were the cheapest form 
of photography available. Chester, it seems, was more 
interested in the higher end of the market, those he 
termed the “elegant clientele,” especially in Cape May. 
Rebuilt with what was then conservative, Victorian 
architecture after a huge fire on November 8, 1878, that 
destroyed 40 acres of downtown buildings, Cape May 
attracted more upscale Philadelphia area vacationers 
than other shore destinations like Atlantic City.64

Among Chester’s subjects in Cape May during this 
period were baseball players. He made a series circa 
1889 of ten cabinet cards of young men in baseball uni-
forms with “Cape May” across the jersey, each standing 
in front of a painted backdrop depicting the ocean with 
a sailing ship in the distance. No two poses are alike. In 
several, a man is catching a ball stopped in midair while 
in others, players hold their bats. Most of these athletes 
had attended Ivy League schools—Harvard, Princeton, 

and the University of Pennsylvania—and had been 
active in various leagues in the Philadelphia area.65

Individual cabinet card portraits of men, women, 
and children formed the majority of Chester’s work 
during these years in Cape May and Millville. In 
posing his subjects, as did many other photographers 
of this era, Chester tended to present just the head 
and torso and the sitter looks somewhat away from 
the camera. The print is often vignetted to make the 
customer appear to be floating in a cloud.66 Maintaining 
a generous camera-to-subject distance avoided making 
the noses look unnaturally large and left ample blank 
space around the image. A shorter distance would also 
have exaggerated any movement by the subject during 
the exposure. Chester made exceptions to these stylistic 
characteristics when he wanted to show the entire 
figure, such as the baseball players or a baby in a very 
long white baptismal dress, and then he would not use

Samuel C. Chester, Cape May. E. O. Wagenhurst, baseball player, 
cabinet card, 1889. Huggins & Scott Auctions, March 30–April 9, 2015.

Chester & Handy, 426 7th St., Washington, DC. Unidentified woman, 
cabinet card, circa 1884. Author’s collection. 
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Boy with hat and dog, cabinet card, circa 1890.  
Author’s digital collection. 

Samuel C. Chester, Cape May. Young girl with big 
eyes, cabinet card, circa 1890. Author’s  collection.

Samuel C. Chester, 326 Federal, Camden. Twin babies, 
cabinet card, circa 1895.  Author’s digital collection.

Samuel C. Chester, 326 Federal, Camden. Charles Newcomb, football 
player, cabinet card, 1897. Camden County Historical Society. Footballs 
were round until 1906, when the forward pass was approved for use 
in collegiate sports. 
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the vignetter. He also occasionally had the subject look 
directly into the camera, as he did in a striking portrait 
of a young girl with big eyes at his Cape May studio. 
Chester also shot portraits outdoors, including a cabinet 
card of a family next to a house in Cape May.

Chester’s career in Millville ended when he moved 
to 319 Federal Street, Camden, in the second half of 
1893.67 This address had hosted a long series of pho-
tographers since 1874.68 Chester did not remain there 
long, as in 1895 he rented the second floor studio at 
326 Federal, where he worked for almost 30 years. This 
gallery had belonged to photographer J. E. Smith in 
1893–1894, and previously by the brothers Frederick 
and William Fearn beginning in 1883.69 Chester and 
his family also resided at 326 Federal until the 1920s.

As mentioned above, Chester continued his 
summer gallery in Cape May until at least 1896 and 
during the rest of the year did portraits in  Camden. 
Four Chester Camden cabinet cards of football 
players in the mid-1890s are in the collection of the 
Camden County Historical Society. The cabinet card, 
ubiquitous in the 1880s and 1890s, gradually yielded 

in the latter decade to other formats in a variety 
of sizes. One Chester portrait on a dark gray card, 
measuring about 3 x 4 inches, depicts a young woman 
wearing a turtleneck sweater. There is an embossed 
design around the photo and Chester’s blind-stamped 
imprint with the 326 Federal Street address at lower 
right.70 Another example from the early 1900s is a 
boy standing next to a wicker chair with the photo 
trimmed to an oval and mounted on a dark gray card 
the size of a cabinet card.71 In 1912, Chester photo-
graphed nearly 50 employees of the Camden-based 
C. C. Chew Store posing in front of the establishment 
before they left for a picnic. This group portrait was 
published in the Courier-Post.72 After he moved his 
business and residence to 612 Broadway in 1922 or 
early 1923, Chester continued at that location until 
1924–1925.73 One example seen from his Broadway 
studio is a real photo post card (RPPC) of a smiling 
child standing on a chair. Although information on 
his post-1900 commercial work is scant, apparently, he 
provided the typical services of a portrait photogra-
pher in this era.

Samuel C. Chester, 326 Federal Street, Camden. Young woman with 
turtleneck sweater, circa 1910. Paul W. Schopp collection. 

Samuel C. Chester, 612 Broadway, Camden. Child standing on chair, 
real photo postcard, circa 1924. Author’s digital collection.
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In 1926 and 1927, Chester no longer appears in the 
Camden business directory as a photographer, although 
he was still listed as such in the 1926 individual list-
ings that recorded him with his wife Amelia at 500 N. 
5th Street.74 The 1928 directory indicates that he had 
become a watchman for Broadway Merchants Trust 
Co., but he probably continued to do some photogra-
phy.75 In 1929, the couple moved to their last home at 
517 Fulton Place. The 1930 U.S. Census and the 1931 
directory both record Chester with the same job. After 
Amelia died at age 69 on November 10, 1934, the 
aged Chester continued living at Fulton Place with his 
unmarried daughter until his death on April 25, 1937.76

In his January 1937 newspaper interview, the 
86-year-old photographer pondered the history of 
photography and questioned, “I wonder what life will 
be like 86 years from now?” He reviewed the progress 

of photography from his youth and predicted that 
“television will materialize. There’s no limit to what 
modern photography can do. The progress is so rapid. I 
can hardly believe they make color pictures––actually, 
without coloring the prints. Natural colors I mean. 
Three-dimensional photography? I don’t know, it may 
come.”

Considering the state of photographic technology 
in 2023, 86 years after Chester’s interview, one must 
agree with him that progress has continued to be rapid, 
if not accelerating. Television was indeed perfected 
and three-dimensional holographic pictures and 3D 
video are now routine.77 But Chester probably could 
not have imagined devices such as cell phones with 
cameras that have made billions of people into amateur 
photographers, documenting their own daily lives.

Samuel C. Chester, 326 Federal Street, Camden.  C.C. Chew Store employees, Courier-Post (Camden), July 12, 1912, page 5.
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West Whiteland, Chester County, Pennsylvania, listed 
Amelia Hunt, 15, born in Pennsylvania, with her Pennsyl-
vania-born parents, Jesse, 45, farmer, and Matilda, 42, as 
well as three siblings, Joseph, 20, Matinda, 17, and James, 
12. 

 62 In part, Welling, 185, citing Philadelphia Photographer, 
October 1866, 311–13, 357. Note that Brady and some 
other New York photographers had made photographs 
in this format by 1865, calling them Imperial cartes-de-
visite. Imperial was sometimes used thereafter to refer to 
cabinet cards, although the term was also used for much 
larger photographs, from about 7 x 10 to 11 x 14 inches. 

 63 John Rohrbach, ed., Acting Out: Cabinet Cards and the 
Making of Modern Photography (Fort Worth: Amon Carter 
Museum, 2020), 14–16.  

 64 “Cape May on Fire,” https://www.capemay.com/
blog/2003/11/cape-may-on-fi re/. 

 65 Huggins & Scott Auctions, March 30–April 9, 2015. 
Th e auction description listed each man with affi  liations 
and provides additional detail about the set. Not in this 
auction, another cabinet card with three baseball players 
wearing the same uniforms has also been seen by author.  

 66 Vignetting is the gradual diminution of tone around the 
fi gure towards the color of the paper. Th ere were various 
methods in the nineteenth century to achieve this eff ect, 
either during exposure in the camera or while printing. 
By 1880, at least seven U.S. patents had been issued for 
vignetting devices. Janice G. Schimmelman, American 
Photographic Patents: Th e Daguerreotype & Wet Plate Era, 
1840–1880 (Nevada City, California: Carl Mautz, 2002).  

 67 Chester took out an ad for six months in the Camden 
Daily Telegram, November 21, 1893, reading, “Chester 
New Photo Studio, 319 Federal Street. Special attention 
given to children.”  

 68 Almost a dozen previous galleries at 319 Federal in 
author’s database, abstracted at http://saretzky.com/
history-of-photography-indexes-to-photographers.html. 

 69 For the Fearn brothers, see author, “Careers in  Camera- 
work: Six Photographers of Camden, New Jersey, 
1860–1910.” J. E. Smith was likely John E. Smith, 
Bordentown photographer from 1869 to the early 1900s. 
According to the 1891 Sanborn insurance map of 1891, 
the fi rst fl oor of 326 Federal housed a telephone offi  ce.  

 70 Paul W. Schopp collection.  
 71 Samuel C. Chester. Portrait of a Boy. 4 1/4 x 6 1/2 

inches. Instead of 326 Federal, the blind-stamped imprint 
erroneously reads 826 Federal. Collection of the Free 
Library of Philadelphia. Retrieved from the Digital 
Public Library of America, http://libwww.freelibrary.org/
diglib/searchItem.cfm?itemID=pdcp00111. 

 72 July 12, 1912, 5.  
 73 Camden County Directory, 1923 and 1924; ad, Morning 

Post (Camden), January 11, 1923, 3.  
 74 Th e author thanks Bonny Beth Elwell, Library Director, 

Camden County Historical Society, for retrieving 
information from several directories in the mid-1920s 
that are not available online. 

 75 In his interview, Chester, who moved to Camden in 1892, 
stated that he photographed in Camden for 30 years, 
which would suggest 1932 as his retirement date from 
photography.  

 76 Death record, New Jersey State Archives. Chester died 
from chronic myocarditis with contributing cardiac 
asthma and was buried in Camden. A copy of this 
document was one of several kindly provided by archivist 
Bette Epstein before her retirement.  

 77 To ask questions of a Holocaust survivor in a holographic 
video, see Dimensions in Testimony, https://sfi .usc.edu/
dit. 

The South Jersey Culture & History Center
Local history press

The student-staff ed local history press at Stockton University has 
produced over thirty titles related to South Jersey, along with this twelfth 
issue of SoJourn. Titles cover many topics including the history and culture 
of the Pine Barrens, the environmental history of South Jersey  rivers, 
architecture, Jewish farming communities, literature, and more. For an 
up-to-date catalog, please visit stockton.edu/sjchc/publications/  
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Frank Wending and Gabby Shockley, editing interns, 
hard at work. All titles available at Second Time Books. 
Most available on Amazon.
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