
Face Time

by Mary Ann Schaefer
October 16, 2013

I am writing this article to express my opinion about the identity of a person in a daguerreotype that 
was recently located by my second cousin M.1  This opinion is mine alone and does not necessarily 
represent the opinion of my fellow family researchers, and in fact, it may disagree with theirs entirely.  
Not only do I respect such opinions, but I love my fellow family researchers more because of the 
diversity their viewpoints offer.  I hope to always be reminded to re-evaluate “the big picture” and what 
I think I know.

With that said, the picture in question was located by M. in October, 2013. Here is how my cousin 
described the picture:

This is a small daguerreotype kind of a picture as it is a glass plate with a tin figure cut and pasted onto the 
glass. It was in a small case like a  daguerreotype but the hinges for the cover were missing so I did not take the 
picture of the top cover. I did remove the photo from the case and there is no writing on the back or the paper 
insert in the back of the case.  

Here is one photograph taken of the picture in question; there were several other close-up pictures 
taken but I choose this one because I think it best shows the frame:

1 The names of my cousins are withheld in this article to protect privacy.
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The identity of the person in this picture was passed down only in an oral format, which is to say we 
believe this picture was given by Edith Gillespie to her brother, probably in their later years, and 
supposedly she told him this was a picture of their grandfather, Jacob Struble Dodder.  That information 
was then passed along to Edith's nephew who in turn passed the information on to his nephew, M.

When M. shared this photo with those of us in the family also working on the family history, there was 
immediately some debate about whether we were looking at a younger Jacob Struble Dodder.  Here is a 
photo montage created by another cousin in the family:

Note that the middle daguerreotype image here has been reversed from the image on the previous page 
as can be easily seen by the side on which the hair is parted.  The images in daguerreotypes appear in 
mirror reverse, so in the montage, the image was reversed back.
 
The two pictures on the ends of the montage are known to be Jacob Struble Dodder.  Even with this 
comparison, there continued to be debate about the identity of the man in the middle picture.

Then the idea surfaced that we could be looking at a picture of younger Alexander Gillespie.  Here is 
another photo montage:
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Note that the blurry image in the second row is blow-up from a snapshot taken of items found in the 
Gillespie Museum in the 1960s; this blurry picture has never been located but we suspect it could be 
Alexander which is why it is included in this montage.  

It is my opinion that the man in both the first and third images in the top row of this montage bear a 
striking resemblance to each other and to the Civil War photo of Alexander Gillespie, as well as to the 
photos we have of Alexander when he was older, shown in the second row.  I think the pictures in the 
top row have in common the dark, wavy hair on the sides, the one slightly arched eyebrow, the 
somewhat flared nostrils, and the wide prominent chin, and except for the change in hair color and 
style, I believe these characteristics carry through in the pictures of older Alexander.
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We believe the first image, the recently located daguerreotype, is dated before the Civil War, and if it is 
indeed Alexander, then I believe the picture was likely taken around 1855 or so, making him about 20 
or 21 years old.  In this case, the picture could have been taken in either Canada or Michigan, since  
Robert Gillespie moved his family to Michigan in 1855, presumably from Canada.

The third image on the top row, the man in the patterned vest, has also been a matter of discussion for 
several years.  That picture was a small cabinet card found in an album, and the back of it looked like 
this:

The handwriting is believed to be that of Edith Gillespie. 

In 2012, I had that photo of the man in the patterned vest analyzed by Maureen Taylor who has a 
business called Photo Detective.  She has a great deal of experience analyzing historical photographs.  
She was given that image, the one of the man in the patterned vest, together with another photo that 
was identified by Edith Gillespie as the same Robert Gillespie (1806-1871).  That second picture is 
shown here:
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Ms. Taylor had this to say about the two photos in an email dated 29 Jan 2012:

The two Roberts are not the same person.   The Robert with the patterned vest dates from circa 1860s.  The 
other Robert is older and from the appearance of the photo could be an early image, which looks like it was a 
daguerreotype from the 1840s.   He’s at least middle-aged. 

Two further points can be made about the picture of the man in the patterned vest:
• Further study of hair and clothing styles with my cousin leads us to believe the photograph 

more likely dates from the 1870s rather than the 1860s.
• Whether 1860s or 1870s, Robert Gillespie (1806-1871) would have been in the 55-65 age range 

during those years.  I don't think the man in the patterned vest appears to be that old.  And never 
mind that Robert was sick with stomach cancer before he died in 1871, and the man in the 
patterned vest looks pretty healthy to me.

So if the man in the patterned vest is not Robert Gillespie as identified by Edith, who could it be?  Until 
now, none of us could offer any other suggestion.  But the answer is possibly so obvious that we never 
thought before to consider it.  Until I saw the new daguerreotype, and put it together with the man in 
the patterned vest, and then saw both those pictures beside the picture of Alexander in the Civil War did 
it ever occur to me.  All of us descendants of Alexander have one picture of him in our minds – and that 
is an older gentleman with short white hair and a big mustache.  Speaking for myself only, I never 
stopped to think about what Alexander might have looked like as a young man.  I believe these pictures 
– specifically the new daguerreotype and the mislabeled man in the patterned vest – potentially show 
what I could not previously imagine – a young Alexander Gillespie.

Page 5 of 6



And finally, here is one more comparison that may or may not be relevant to this discussion:

The man on the left is Alexander's oldest son, Robert J. Gillespie (1868-1938).  If indeed the man on 
the right is Alexander Gillespie, then father and son are, as they say and in my opinion, “spitting 
images,” right down to the arched eyebrow.

So there rests my case.  Unless we ever locate another copy of either of the debated images (new 
daguerreotype and man in patterned vest), and those copies are found labeled – which would still not 
preclude debate as to correctness – we don't have a positive identification.  I won't say that doesn't 
make me sad, but I am happy with all the analysis and discussion and the offering of educated guesses.  
And of course, I reserve the right to change my own opinion if and when new evidence arises.

Nevertheless, no matter who we are looking at in this new daguerreotype, we can appreciate having and 
sharing what is obviously a family treasure.  But how long can such treasures be preserved if they 
cannot be identified?   I submit here my guesswork in the hopes of connecting what we know of our 
family stories to the historical faces that still remain.
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