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Poncet Stelle (L’Estoile) (born about 1658), from Laurière, France, was a convert to the
“Huguenot” Reformed faith from Roman Catholicism. Poncet left France and lived successively on
the Island of Saint Christopher in the West Indies; in Boston, Massachusetts; on Staten Island in
New York; and finally in Monmouth County, New Jersey, where he probably died. His wife was
Eugenie LeGereau, from a Huguenot family that had also gone from France to Saint Christopher.
Poncet’s initial American residence, in Massachusetts, is documented in a passport signed by New
York Governor Edmund Andros on 27 November 1680. This passport refers to an earlier document
(no longer extant) from Massachusetts Governor Simon Bradstreet. We read in the Andros passport
that

it is Sertified under the hand of Symon Broadstreete Esqr Governor of his Majts Collony of
the Mattachusetts that the Councell there haue Receiued Sertificates from the ffrench Prot-
estant Church att St Christophers on the behalfe of Mr Poncellstell called the Larier and
Francois Guichard two French Gentlemen, that they haue renounced the Romish Religion
in which they were borne and bred And haue Imbraced the true faith and protestant Religion
professing their Resolucon to liue and Dye therein And that thereupon they had prmitted
them wth their wiues and familyes to Inhabitt in their Iurisdicon. (in Maud Burr Morris, “Four

Generations in America, of the Huguenot Family of Stelle,”\New York Genealogical and Biographical Record,

44:65) 

There was a tradition among the descendants of Poncet Stelle that when he left France he had
brought with him two family portraits. One version of the story is that these were portraits of his
parents. Maud Burr Morris recounted this version of the story in 1903, when she stated that

Poncet Stelle brought over with him two portraits of middle-aged persons, undoubtedly his
parents, as he was quite young and unmarried when he left France, and his wife (whom he
married in New York City) was born in the Island of St. Martin’s in the West Indies, and
probably never was in France; but up to the present time I have been unable to ascertain the
names of the originals of the portraits or that of the artist, but they are paintings of a very
high order. They are still in the family, and although much discolored by time, are in a good
state of preservation, as are also the original frames of fine French workmanship of the time
of Louis XIV. (“The Life and Times of Pontius D. Stelle,” Records of the Columbia Historical Society, 7:51-

52) 

Ten years later Morris told a different version of the story, according to which the paintings that
were brought from France were representations of Poncet himself and his wife Eugenie. In 1913
Morris described

the portrait of Poncet Stelle and that of his wife, painted in France, which have survived all
the vicissitudes of flight, ocean voyages and land travels, and which alone of all his posses-
sions, have been preserved and handed down from generation to generation and are still in
a fair state of preservation. Although much discolored by time, the portrait of Poncet Stelle
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depicts a handsome yet benevolent looking man of about forty years of age, with dark brown
curled wig, and dressed in the typical Huguenot costume of brown, devoid of all decorations.
(“Four Generations in America, of the Huguenot Family of Stelle,” 62)

A little further on in this 1913 source, she again mentioned “the portraits of Poncet Stelle and his
wife, said to have been painted in France, both still having the original frames of French workman-
ship of the period of Louis XIV. Mrs. Stelle appears to be rather amazonian in proportions, but with
a pleasant attractive countenance, and is wearing a lace-trimmed cap and fischu” (66).

In 1913 Morris indicated that Poncet and Eugenie had been married in France, while in 1903
she had stated that they were not married until they arrived in New York. In truth, they were married
on the Island of Saint Christopher – after their independent departures from France, and before their
mutual arrival on the American continent and their initial residence in Massachusetts. (Eugenie was
actually born about 1660 at Saint-Martin-de-Ré on the Île de Ré, just off the coast of France at La
Rochelle – whence she, with her father Henri LeGereau, had migrated to Saint Christopher. She was
not born on the Island of Saint Martin in the West Indies.) So, if these portraits are paintings of Pon-
cet and Eugenie, then they were not brought from France. And if these portraits were brought from
France, then they are not paintings of Poncet and Eugenie.

This would seem to leave as a viable possibility the supposition that the paintings were in-
deed brought from France, and that they portray Poncet’s parents. But this, too, is a problematic
theory, because of the style of clothing that the people in the paintings are wearing – especially in
the painting of the female personage. These heirloom paintings were photographed and printed in
Monnet Family Genealogy (29) in 1911 (see Illustrations 1 and 2). The woman’s portrait in particular
clearly shows someone dressed according to a fashion that was common among mature women in
the mid eighteenth century. The kind of bonnet or cap that is on her head, and the kind of fichu that
is draped around her shoulders and tied together at her front, are very distinctive of that period.
Several of the portraits of prominent women painted in the late 1740s and 1750s by the well-known
colonial artist John Wollaston show these features. Poncet’s mother, living in France in the seven-
teenth century, would not have been dressed in that way.

These observations regarding the time period of the fashion that is evident in this painting
also create problems for the identification of the person portrayed therein as Poncet’s wife Eugenie
LeGereau Stelle. Eugenie was probably born about 1660. This is calculated from the fact that her
first known child, Pierre Stelle, was born in Boston on 22 July 1682. (Her last child, Eugene or
Eugenia, was born about 1695.) When the clothing style that can be seen in the painting came into
vogue, around 1740 or so, Eugenie would have been approximately 80 years old. But the woman
in the painting is not 80 years old. The style of dress and headgear that was typically worn by
women at the time when Eugenie would have been the age that the person in the painting seems to
be – say, between 1690 and 1710 – was quite a bit different from what can be seen in the painting.
There are surviving portraits of women from those decades that demonstrate this.

And speaking of the artist John Wollaston, among his known paintings is a portrait of a
woman identified as “Mrs. Pontius Stelle,” which he painted in 1752. Photographs of the Wollaston
portrait of “Mrs. Pontius Stelle” are online in several places, including on the “artnet” website and
on the “18C American Women” blog (see Illustration 3). When this Wollaston painting is compared
to the photograph of the painting of the Stelle ancestress that was printed in Monnet Family
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Genealogy, it appears to be the same painting. The pose of the subject of the painting, and many
clothing details, are virtually identical. The photograph in Monnet Family Genealogy does, however,
show evidence of having been altered or “touched up” in places. This was probably done by the
printer due to the photograph’s being too unclear, too lacking in contrast, and too out-of-focus to be
used in the book without some manual sharpening of the image.

In a listing of the 1752 Wollaston painting on the Sotheby’s auction house website, dating
from 2011, the painting is identified as a portrait of Rachel Barnes Hooten Stelle. Rachel was born
in New York on 2 February 1716/17, the daughter of Thomas and Elizabeth Barnes. After the death
of her first husband Thomas Hooten she married Poncet Stelle’s grandson and namesake Pontius
Stelle (born 1707, died 19 October 1770), a son of Poncet’s son Gabriel Stelle and his first wife
Elizabeth Woolley. The emigrant Poncet had no son named Poncet (or Pontus or Pontius) Stelle, and
he had only one grandson who bore such a name. This Pontius Stelle – whose given name was an
Anglicized form of his grandfather’s given name – was a prominent citizen of Shrewsbury, and later
of Trenton, New Jersey. According to the Sotheby’s listing

He was a vestryman in Christ Church in Shrewsbury, N.J. Later, he moved to Trenton, New
Jersey, and in 1748 he was a member of the Assembly of Judges of the Court of Common
Pleas. He was vestryman of St. Michael’s Episcopal Church in Trenton, 1764-1765. ...he was
appointed as Commander-in-Chief of all the Frontier Forces against the French and Indians
in 1748. Mr. Stelle was a prominent merchant in Trenton, N.J.

Maud Burr Morris claimed that Pontius and Rachel were not married until 1761 or 1762, but she
offered no primary source or reasoned argument for this late date (“Four Generations in America, of the

Huguenot Family of Stelle,” 112). There is no reason to think that Pontius and Rachel were not already
married by 1752, and there is no reason to doubt that the Wollaston painting of “Mrs. Pontius Stelle”
is in fact a portrait of Rachel. The 1752 painting plausibly looks like it could be of a woman who
is about 35 years old. This was Rachel’s age in 1752. (Rachel died on 16 June 1783.)

Regarding the provenance of the painting, the Sotheby’s listing states that it “Descended in
the Stelle family.” Also according to the Sotheby’s listing, this painting was originally a part of a
pair of paintings, of husband and wife:

The Frick Art Reference Library records the following comments on the Stelle-Wollaston
Portraits by Mr. Mantle Fielding, Mr. John Hill Morgan and Mr. [Theodore] Bolton: “Un-
doubtedly the portraits of Mr. and Mrs. Stelle were painted by John Wollaston during his
best period of work which was in New York in 1752.” One of them spoke of the painting of
the lace as very fine, and typical of the few fine portraits painted by Wollaston.

The location of the Wollaston painting of Pontius Stelle (if it still exists) is not known. We have ac-
cordingly not been able to compare this painting with the photograph of the heirloom painting of the
male Stelle ancestor in Monnet Family Genealogy. But the chances are pretty good that this
heirloom painting, which has traditionally been paired with a painting that can now be identified
with a high degree of certainty as the Wollaston painting of Pontius Stelle’s wife Rachel, was itself
the (now missing) Wollaston painting of Rachel Stelle’s husband Pontius. (There is, by the way, a
firmly-identified drawing of Gabriel Stelle [born 1685, died 25 November 1738] – the son of Poncet 
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and the father of Pontius – in the collection of the American Antiquarian Society. A scan of this
portrait, done by John Watson about 1728, is on the website of the society. See Illustration 4.)

Our conclusion, then, is that the two heirloom paintings that were passed down in the Stelle
family did not come from France. These paintings did not portray Poncet Stelle’s parents, and they
did not portray Poncet Stelle and his wife Eugenie either. They are instead portraits of Poncet and
Eugenie’s grandson Pontius Stelle, and of that grandson’s wife Rachel, painted by John Wollaston
in 1752. The family tradition was wrong. That tradition was about three-quarters of a century off in
its erroneous dating of the age of the paintings, and it was two or three generations off in its mis-
identification of which Stelle ancestors were portrayed in the paintings.

Phoenix, Arizona
6 July 2019
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Illustration 1: The heirloom painting of the male Stelle ancestor as
printed in Monnet Family Genealogy, now identified as John

Wollaston’s painting of Pontius Stelle (1707-1770)
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Illustration 2: The heirloom painting of the female Stelle ancestress as printed
in Monnet Family Genealogy, now identified as John Wollaston’s

painting of Rachel Barnes Hooten Stelle (1717-1783)
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Illustration 3: John Wollaston’s painting of “Mrs. Pontius Stelle” (Rachel Barnes Hooten Stelle)
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Illustration 4: John Watson’s drawing of Gabriel Stelle (1785-1738)
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