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WHILE RESEARCHING FOR this last book in the Trail of Thread series, my main question was, how did the women survive the battles and hardships caused by the war?

We think the Civil War took place in the South, but the plains states endured their share of battles and tragedy. The Kansas and Missouri feud over slavery flared up during the war because of the raiding carried out by both factions. Even though Missouri stayed with the Union, it also kept its slaves. This caused Kansas Jayhawkers, under the protection of the Union uniform, to raid bordering Missouri counties to free the slaves, often returning with the looted belongings of the slaveholders. These men wanted a reason to retaliate against Missouri for its raids on Kansas when it was trying to become a free state; the Civil War was the perfect excuse.

Missouri guerrillas avenged the Kansas raids by terrorizing Kansas border towns. This vicious circle climaxed with the raid on Lawrence, Kansas, on August 21, 1863, by William Quantrill and his 450 followers. Interview accounts say the town’s destruction was worse than the battlefield at Gettysburg.

But the war did not end in Kansas and Missouri with that blow. In the fall of 1864, the Confederates and guerrilla sympathizers raged across Missouri one more time, heading for the Kansas border. By martial law, all able Kansas men were called out to defend their state. Farms were left unattended, businesses closed, and towns were empty of the menfolk. The women waited at home, knowing that their men were standing on the state line, outnumbered by the vast Confederate Army headed their way.

Think of the horrors these women witnessed. They were truly caught in the middle. They didn’t know where their men were fighting, or even if they were alive. They had to feed their families and keep the farms and businesses going while their providers and protectors were away. In many cases their husbands were murdered, their belongings plundered, and their houses burned, right before their eyes.

I began the Trail of Thread series with Deborah Pieratt, who traveled from Kentucky to the territory of Kansas in 1854.

Margaret Ralston Kennedy’s battle for survival in the second book, Thimble of Soil, showed how women had to endure the clashes of the free-state and proslavery supporters as the fate of the state was decided. This book also linked two neighboring families together, one from the North, the other from the South.

Then the Civil War started, which is where I start this third book. Stitch of Courage tells the story of the orphaned Maggie Kennedy, who followed her brothers to Kansas in the late 1850s. She was the niece of Margaret Ralston Kennedy and married James Monroe Pieratt, son of Deborah Pieratt. As a young woman, and arriving in the state at the end of the period known as Bleeding Kansas, she didn’t realize the effect the war would have on her state and family until she was thrust into it.
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Maggie Kennedy Pieratt with son, Asa.

IN LETTERS TO HER SISTER in Ohio, Maggie describes how the women of Kansas faced the demons of the Civil War, fighting bravely to protect their homes and families while never knowing from one day to the next whether their men were alive or dead on a faraway battlefield.

I am writing this foreword on July 3, 1996. One hundred and fifty years ago today, Margaret Jane (Maggie) Kennedy Pieratt, my great-great-grandmother, was born. I’m sure that her mother, Hannah Rumery Kennedy, never imagined at the moment of her birth that her daughter’s life would illustrate one of the most important periods in America’s history.

The Civil War caught Americans by surprise and forced them to cope with extraordinary circumstances. Maggie was just one of the millions of women who had to live through this horrible situation.

Relive this war with a Stitch of Courage.
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January 24, 1861

“DO YOU REMEMBER MAMMA?” Emma Pieratt’s question catches me off guard. Which mother? Hers or mine?

It’s an old game that the Pieratt girls and I used to play. Emma was very young, as I was when my mother, Hannah, left me. At least Sarah and George Ann were older when their mother, Deborah, died. The older sisters have tried to keep the memory going for Emma, but John remarried Nancy Shields that same year, and Emma thinks of her as their mother. But that’s good­ everyone needs a mother or good memories of one.

I was fortunate to know Deborah Pieratt for a short time before she died. I was an orphaned sapling when I came to the territory in ‘58. Deborah died in ‘59 of consumption, a disease she couldn’t defeat for her seven children, similar to the circumstances of my own mother.

My only memory of my mother is associated with quilts. Flashes of the scene still haunt me, although I was quite young at the time. I wasn’t allowed past the doorway of a bedroom. I remember being held in someone’s arms, probably one of my aunts, but this woman wouldn’t let me down to run to my mother’s side.

Why didn’t my mother get up and take me into her arms, assuring me that everything would be all right?

I was looking in on a picture that I could not be a part of. My mother lay pale and wasted in the bed in the opposite corner of the room. Her body was lifeless except for her pleading eyes, longing to reach me, but apparently not daring to because of her contagious illness. She hadn’t been ill long, but the disease had ravaged her body quickly, rendering it useless and malignant. Her eyes looked hollow, and her usually nice hair was a tangle coming out of its braid.

Although this was my last glimpse of my mother, I kept my eyes cast on the quilt that surrounded her, trying to avoid her gaze. I remember tracing the pattern on the quilt with my eyes, not wanting to look at her face. I imagined the patchwork of baskets and flowers coming alive, so I could give them to my mother.

I would not answer her plea for a final good-bye. I turned my head away and hid my eyes in the crook of my aunt’s neck. When she called my name, I looked at her for the last time through bleary eyes before I was taken from the doorway.

To this day, the bright colors of that Basket of Lilies quilt haunt me when I see red flowers—or smell death.

“It would have been her fortieth birthday today.” Emma’s remark pulls me from my thoughts.

Will I ever get over the feeling of abandonment?

Ever since I can remember, I’ve longed for my own home. I should have been young enough to adjust to another life, but the memories of the day of my mother’s death still haunt me eleven years later. I don’t think I’ll feel secure until I have my own home, and children that I will promise never to leave behind.

January 29, 1861

Covering my ears for what seems the hundredth time, I brace myself for the latest firing of Old Sacramento. Mounted on top of Mount Oread, the cannon echoes throughout the territory. Smoke hangs in the frigid air, slowly dissipating over the area, mixing in with the constant pealing of the church bells. We have had two weeks of heavy snows, but townspeople and country folk alike now ignore the cold and surge the street corners, hugging, laughing, and crying for our good fortune. Hundreds crowd around the bonfires in the snow-covered town, braving the blistering January weather to celebrate the news.

Delivered to Leavenworth by telegraph from Washington, D.C., then by the rider to Lawrence, the long-awaited news that Kansas has been admitted to statehood invited the neighborhood to commence a loud celebration at nine o’clock tonight.

The turmoil of the territory is over! Kansas has finally been added to the stars of the Union flag today after seven long years of difficulty and struggle. Our state may be the most poverty-stricken state ever to enter the Union, but we’re here today to see it happen. Even if 30,000 people abandoned the state last year because of the drought, others stayed on because they knew the times would get better.

This is a major victory over slavery, the South, and Missouri. The ruins of the fort are visible on top of Mount Oread where the battles for righteousness were fought. They tried to make Kansas a proslavery state, but freedom was ultimately won!

But among the cheering tonight I have overheard groups talking about the discord in the South. While we have fought so hard to enter the Union, Southern states are leaving it. Until I moved to Kansas and witnessed the territory’s activities, I didn’t understand the feelings and passions that stirred my Kennedy family to get involved in what I viewed as politics. Witnessing the situation and getting older, I realize they were drawn to their actions out of necessity.

When I arrived in the territory in 1858, most of the fighting was over between the proslavers and free-state people. It was the Washington politicians that held up the final admittance to statehood.

My aunt, Margaret Kennedy, eight of her children, and their families and relatives traveled to the Kansas Territory in 1855. My brother, William James, trailed along, got work in a sawmill in Lawrence, and married his fellow traveler Lucinda Shields. Their moving to the new territory put them in the line of danger that threatened their lives and livelihood. Being strong Union patriots, they fought for the free-state issues and, luckily, survived the skirmishes.

I don’t know if Aunt Phoebe Curless realized it or not, but while I was living with her, I read every letter that Aunt Margaret sent to her from Kansas. Aunt Phoebe always tucked them in the back left corner of her top dresser drawer. Whenever the opportunity arrived that she would be gone for a spell, I would sneak out the letters, poring over my Aunt Margaret’s words, reliving her accounts of her family’s trip to the territory and the problems that followed. I felt that I knew every creek along the way and was prepared to venture into the territory myself. The territorial problems Aunt Margaret wrote about seemed unreal.

When William James traveled East to visit us, I begged him to take me to the territory with him because my closest sibling, John Alonzo, was going with him. My sister Mary Ann had remarried and had a houseful of two combined families. Brothers Moses and Michael had moved to Indiana. Sister Caroline had a wedding proposal so that I would lose her to marriage soon.

Ohio had always been my home, but I didn’t feel connected to any certain house. Because my father’s death preceded my mother’s, I had to leave my childhood home and was shuffled among various relatives, whoever had room for me. Being the youngest of eleven children, I had siblings that were twenty-five years older than I, with families of their own. When one house got too crowded with new babies, I’d move to another. The only reason Aunt Phoebe let me go with my brothers was that she knew Aunt Margaret would look out for me at the other end.

William James became our legal guardian, and I was to move in with William James and Lucinda on their farm. The stark reality of the Plains struck me as soon as I saw their log cabin. I got used to the wind blowing my skirts on the trail to Kansas, but I expected to reach civilization at the other end. As far as I was concerned, it wasn’t in Kansas.

Instead of the paved roads and bridges we took for granted in Brown County, faint trails were parting the tall prairie grass. Ohio’s rolling landscape featured groves of huge trees with farms nestled in the clearings. Kansas was a continual stretch of grass, the only exception being the trees along the Wakarusa River.

The towns of Lawrence and Franklin, so often heard about, were nothing more than shantytowns compared to established Ohio.

There were no shortages of stores because there were so many new businesses moving in, but boardwalks to keep a girl’s skirt clean were absent. Schools were being held in whatever building was available, most often without blackboards, desks, or libraries.

I think the buildings I missed the most in the town’s land­ scape were churches. Right away I noticed no tall steeples were pointing heavenward. It didn’t seem right to sit in a building used for other purposes, instead of a church with the sunlight streaming through its stained glass windows. I didn’t feel like God had found the Plains until I got used to it. The weather, be it sunshine, wind, rain, or snow was brighter, stronger, heavier, harder-more severe even when it wasn’t storming. When the clouds did reach their full turbulence, neither man, beast, nor vegetation could stand up to it.

The novelty and anticipation of life on the romantic Plains changed into the reality of rattlesnakes in tall grass, dirt floors in crude cabins, and never feeling quite clean. My former life as a merchant’s daughter in the town of Hamersville, Ohio, changed forever when I left that state for the territory of Kansas.

I packed bonnets, but they were impractical and silly-looking compared to the other girls’ headgear. I wore everyday dresses on the trail but was expecting to don my fine-tailored clothes after my arrival. I found out shoes and stockings were only worn for church or cold weather in Kansas. Most children went barefoot.

Social events weren’t numerous at first because people were putting all their time and energy into building new farms out on the prairie. I was needed to tend to the garden instead of spending hours perfecting my stitchery skills with a circle of friends.

Of course, homesickness for Ohio and my two older sisters, Mary Ann and Caroline, set in after my arrival. I was embarrassed to let on to my Aunt Phoebe how much I missed our cultured life in Ohio, or how primitive I thought our Kansas relatives had become. So in my letters to Caroline, I vented my feelings, good and bad, as I adjusted to the simple life on the Plains, and to my growth from child to young woman.
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