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Watercolour of the Whitworth Farm near Emporia in the 1890s, by John Whitworth.
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DEDICATION

To the memory of John and Marian Whitworth, my great-grandparents, with admiration for their enterprise, determination and courage. Also in affectionate memory of their children May, John (my grandfather), Daisy, Walter and Gladys, and of Helen Whitworth who coped so admirably in times of adversity.
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THE KANSAS EMIGRANTS

We cross the prairie as of old

The pilgrims crossed the sea,

To make the West, as they the East,

The homestead of the free.

We go to rear a wall of men

On Freedom’s southern line,

And plant beside the cotton-tree

The rugged northern pine.

We’re flowing from our native hills

As our free rivers flow;

The blessing of our Mother-land

Is on us as we go.

We go to plant her common schools

On distant prairie swells,

And give the Sabbaths of the wild

The music of her bells.

Upbearing as the Ark of old,

The bible in our van,

We go to test the truth of God

Against the fraud of man.

No pause, nor rest, save where the streams 

That feed the Kansas run,

Save where our pilgrim gonfalon

Shall flout the setting sun.

We’ll tread the prairie as of old

Our fathers sailed the sea,

And make the West, as they the East,

The homestead of the free.

J. G. Whittier (1807–1892)

		

FOREWORD

In 1991 Senator Bob Dole, Senator for Kansas, read an early draft of these letters and sent me the following letter which he kindly said could be used as a foreword to this book.
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Benjamin Whitworth, MP and his wife Jane Whitworth née Walker

One day, when I was a child doing a jigsaw puzzle map of the United States of America, my mother pointed to Kansas and told me that her grandparents had settled there in the Mid West at the end of last century, that they had died there, and that her father and his brother and sisters had returned to England when they were still quite young. I heard no more about this chapter in the Whitworth family history until as an undergraduate at Cambridge University I saw a good deal of my great aunt, Mrs Gladys Mackennal, who lived in Cambridge. She was the youngest of the children who had returned from Kansas, and as she grew older she often used to reminisce about the freedom and exploits of her childhood in the Mid West. When I told her that I would like to write about it she said it was a story which ought to be told. She died in May 1979, and among her papers was the watercolour of the farm which appears as the frontispiece.

It was not, however, until the discovery in 1980 of two bundles of letters tied up with ribbons in the attic of Miss Eileen Rogers’s home in Ashbourne, Derbyshire, that the details of this remarkable story began to come into sharp focus. They were the letters of my great grandfather John Whitworth and his wife Marian, tied up in two separate bundles. They had been sent from Kansas to John’s parents Benjamin and Jane, and to his elder brother Thomas, and to his sisters Helena, Bessie and Jane. They had clearly been valued and carefully saved by the recipients, as being of special interest. Indeed, one of the letters to Thomas had been printed in a Manchester newspaper as being of special interest to those who might think of settling in Kansas. Eileen Rogers also had a collection of letters sent back by her mother Helen, the eldest daughter of Thomas Whitworth, who had gone out later to help her uncle and cousins on the farm near Emporia. These letters were mainly written to Helen’s younger sister, Hilda. When I put these together in chronological order they made a fascinating story, but there were gaps. Enquiries round the family revealed more letters had survived. By good fortune Mrs Joan Whitworth, widow of Air Commodore John H. Whitworth, found that she had letters which filled some of the gaps; they included letters from Marian Whitworth to her own family, the Haworths, and a few letters from them to her. They had been given to Mary (May) Whitworth, the oldest of the children to return from Kansas, and from her they passed down to her nephew John. Mrs Joan Whitworth also had a good series of photographs of the Kansas farm. My aunts, the late Mrs Julia Carter and the late Miss Joan Whitworth also had a few letters, some documents and quite a collection of photographs which had belonged to my grandfather, John Haworth Whitworth. A visit to Emporia, Kansas, in 1984, with my husband, located information about the acquisition of land, and the census return of 1895. From this I have been able to piece together this remarkable story of optimism, enterprise, bravery and true British grit in the face of enormous adversity.

Just imagine. Having been brought up in a comparatively well-to-do family, working in the Cotton Exchange in Manchester in a relatively stable job, but not one he enjoyed, John Whitworth was faced with the situation that his family fortunes were much diminished and he needed to stretch his income to cover the expenses of supporting a young family with five children. He took the decision to leave his job, his family and friends, to take his limited capital and to settle in the Mid West of America and start farming, for which he had no previous experience, but a love of horses and of the outdoor life. Why did John choose America? We don’t know for sure. There had been family connections in the previous generations. His grandfather Nicholas Whitworth (1775–1845), who was a corn merchant in Manchester and an active radical, had taken his young family to Philadelphia after the Peterloo Massacre in Manchester in 1819. He returned four years later and settled in Drogheda. His fifth son, Benjamin (1816–1893), who had worked his way up in the cotton trade from being apprenticed to a fustian manufacturer on leaving school at 16, became a successful and wealthy businessman engaged in importing raw cotton from America for his mills in Lancashire and Drogheda. His business was severely hit by the American Civil War, which cut off this important source of supply in the 1860s, and by a number of misfortunes at the end of the 1870s. Benjamin was also interested in politics, like his father, and became MP for Drogheda 1865–68, for Kilkenny 1875–1880, and again for Drogheda 1880–1885.

John Whitworth was Benjamin’s second son. He was born in 1846 in Altrincham, Cheshire, and was brought up in Fleetwood on the Lancashire coast, where his father had moved on doctor’s advice in 1849. The family moved back to Manchester in 1862, first to Irwell House, Drinkwater Park, Prestwich, and then in 1866 to Outrington Hall, Lymm. In 1868 Benjamin and his wife Jane moved to London, and this was to be their home for the rest of their lives. John had quite a different character from his father and grandfather; he was not interested in business, public affairs or politics. He was a keen sportsman enjoying the outdoor life, an excellent shot, an expert horseman and a powerful swimmer. He frequently rode his own horses in the show ring and also had a special skill in breaking in and managing horses. He would have made a country squire, but fate was to decree otherwise. After his schooling he joined the family firm of cotton brokers in Manchester, working at the Cotton Exchange together with his elder brother, Thomas. He took little part in public affairs in Manchester, apart from being actively concerned with the management of the Heyrod Street Mission in Ancoats with Mr William O’Hanlon. This mission has been described as ‘an oasis of healing springs in the peopled desert of Ancoats’; Mr William O’Hanlon was a leading member of the Bowdon Downs Congregational church, and he recruited other members of that congregation to help him with this mission.

It was his work in cotton dealing which first took John Whitworth to America in September 1872, in an effort to re-establish contacts with the cotton suppliers after the end of the American Civil War. He travelled across the Atlantic on the O.S.N. Co.’s steamer Adriatic, leaving Liverpool on Thursday 29th August. He travelled with a group of friends which included Walter Haworth, who kept a diary of the trip. The voyage was uneventful; Walter Haworth describes a typical day: ‘Breakfast (8.30) then walk, talk, smoke, drink, flirt (if opportunity serves), bet and gamble about anything ... till lunch (1pm), then repeat the foregoing till dinner (6pm). After this, walking deck by moonlight, singing, recitations and suchlike till bedtime. One night we had a long drawn out lecture on Egypt by an American clergyman – he managed thereby to send us off to roost a little earlier than usual’. They landed in New York on Sunday 8th September 1872, and the whole party of friends, Whitworth, Hodgkinson, Hardie, Coghill, Heyworth, Matthew and Walter Haworth all spent the night at the St Nicholas Hotel before going their separate ways. John Whitworth went to Memphis and it was here that he was visited by Walter Haworth on 10th October. The next day they saw ‘cotton bought, sold, branded, packed etc (wrote Walter Haworth in his diary) and now I feel I know a little more of the article I so often talk about. Have also visited the fields and seen it in its pristine glory’. Walter Haworth bade a fond farewell to ‘Mr John’ before leaving on 12th October to return by easy stages to England. 

Re-establishing trade contacts was not all hard work, as the following letter from John to his sister Jane shows. Family tradition also maintains that he impressed his American friends by swimming across the Mississippi River. 

Memphis Feby 12th 1873

Dear Jane

I received your letter yesterday and was glad to hear that Mother was going to Spain as the Out will do her good. Mary must be having a nice time of it in Manchester. Do not approve of younger sisters going out of their turn. I have been having some good fun here lately having been introduced to some of the nicest girls here. I have been taking them turn about to concerts. You ask the lady to go with you, call for her in a carriage, and after the concert take her back. You may know a girl here 12 months and never see her Father, or Mother, or Brother, unless one of them sits up to open the door. I took a very pretty young lady last night to a concert. Rubenstein, the finest pianist in the world, a first class violinist and Leibhart being the three stars. You do lots of things here that would appear very cheeky in England. I was introduced to a young lady from Louisville and asked her about quarter of an hour after to go to a concert with me. What would Mother say if some unknown gentleman called and asked you to go to a concert with him? In Cornhill Magazine, I believe page 206, you will find a first rate article on American customs entitled ‘Some peculiarities of Society in America’ you had better get it as it will amuse you greatly. Tom writes asking me to go home but I do not see my way clear to leaving the business here, so have written to him to that effect. We have done with the cold weather now, have had some warm days lately.
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January 15, 1991

Dear Mrs. Renfrew,

Your manuscript documenting the
hardships and challenges your family faced as
pioneers in Kansas is poignant - and another
important chapter in the history of the
Western frontier.

The Whitworth family’s letters
graphically depict the risks and hard work of
providing for a young family, as well as the
joys of life on the prairie. Your moving
stories reenforce for many of us the
fortitude of our ancestors who were
determined to conquer the vast and
challenging expanses of Kansas and the West.
I am particularly touched by the sensitive
and compassionate passages in the letters
from Emporia.

This comprehensive volume deserves
careful review by serious scholars, in
addition to offering a lively and readable
account of bravery and adventure.
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1805-1864  1809-1893  1810-I864  1811-1894 MP. MARTIN P WALKER b 1818 1822-1891 BOWMAN b 1825 1828-1895 WALKER
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for all these see The Descendants of John and Marian Whitworth of Emporia, Kansas
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(Those underlined are mentioned in the text)
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see Whitworth Family Tree
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