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            AUTHOR’S NOTE

          

        

      

    

    
      We, in the United States, live in a highly mobile society. That’s been true ever since the thirteen colonies were formed and families began looking westward to find new homes west of the Appalachians. Travers Bend is a saga about one such family who migrated from eastern Ohio to Wisconsin in 1856. The idea for this story came to me through research into my family’s history. My great-great-grandfather, Simon Brown, was born in 1837 in Belmont County, Ohio, where his family had farmed for at least two generations. When he was a boy, Simon’s family moved to Wisconsin. That’s where my own father was born and where I spent much of my childhood. As I studied my family tree, I couldn’t help wondering what caused Simon’s parents to pull up stakes and move from Ohio. What kind of challenges might they have faced in building their new life in Wisconsin? I had no ready answer.

      In order to find an answer to my questions, I began reading more about Wisconsin’s history and the people who made it. This novel is the product of that research. My story is set in West Central Wisconsin, an area settled during the 1850s, a period of tremendous population growth as migrants of varying cultural backgrounds began streaming into the area to take advantage of cheap land being offered by the government. The population of Wisconsin in 1840 was just over 30,000. In 1848 Wisconsin became a state, and over the next ten years its population grew tenfold. By 1860 the population had ballooned to more than 700,000. Initially, growth occurred mostly along Lake Michigan and in the southern counties of the state. Gradually, lands to the north and west were surveyed and opened to settlers.

      The migrants pouring into Wisconsin in the 1850s can be divided into two major groups. Native-born whites constituted one group. They were mostly of English stock—migrants who had come from eastern states where their families had lived for several generations. The second group consisted of Europeans who had recently immigrated to the United States. These people came mostly from northern Europe. They brought with them their cultural traditions, their languages, and their religions. Some were motivated by political upheaval back home, others by economic hardship, and still others by ideological differences. Some were Protestant; some were Catholic. Their reasons for coming were not so different from people today seeking a new life in America, and over time, these migrants built thriving communities and learned to live with one another.

      The new arrivals were often met by white settlers who had migrated to the area earlier, including a scattering of French-speaking people whose families had lived in the area for generations, many associated with the fur trade. In addition, there were several Native American tribes that had been in the area long before the white settlers. Among them were the Ho-Chunk people, whose land the U.S. government procured while attempting to force them onto reservations on the other side of the Mississippi River. Those efforts proved only partially successful, and significant numbers of Ho-Chunks remained in Wisconsin, unwilling to be forced off their ancestral lands. In preparing to write this book, I corresponded with representatives of the Ho-Chunk Nation’s cultural resource office, who provided me with useful information on the tribe’s culture, dress, and history not readily available through books. They also provided me with authentic Ho-Chunk names that I could use for characters in my story.

      When I first sat down to write, I was curious to learn what may have motivated my forebears to move from Ohio to Wisconsin, what their hopes and dreams were, and how they dealt with the challenges they faced. The Newcome family depicted in my novel is fictional, but the story that follows is how I think their lives might have unfolded.
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            THE OLD HOMESTEAD

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        February 1855

      

      

      Six weeks isn’t a long time in a man’s life. But when a man is waiting for a letter that could change the course of his life and that of his children, six weeks can seem like six years. That’s how Sam Newcome felt while he waited for a letter from his cousin Ned who lived in Wisconsin six hundred miles away. Ned had moved there five years earlier, drawn by the government’s offer of cheap land. He had urged Sam to join him, but Sam had no interest in leaving. He had a productive eighty-acre farm in rolling hills just a few miles west of the Ohio River, where he grew wheat, oats, and some corn. It provided him and his family a good living, and he saw no reason to consider moving.

      But that was then. In the time since Ned moved out west, ugly coal mines had spread throughout eastern Ohio like an infectious disease, despoiling the countryside and threatening every farm in their wake. When Sam talked with his neighbors, they all agreed that things would only get worse. The once-rosy prospect of unending bumper harvests and happy times began to fade, and Sam decided the time had come to rethink his earlier decision to stay. One night, after the children were all in bed, Sam and his wife Kate sat at the kitchen table and talked about their future.

      “I’m worried,” said Sam. “I look around and see what these coal companies are doin’ to the land. I always assumed I would pass this farm down to our boys, just like my father did for me, and like his father did for him. Now I’m not sure that’ll be possible.”

      “You may be right,” said Kate. “The land doesn’t look the same as it did even two years ago. What do you think we should do? I heard some of our neighbors have leased some of their land to the coal companies. Maybe we ought to…”

      Sam shook his head. “No. That’s no solution. The strip mines are polluting the streams and poisoning the ground. In a few years, we won’t be able to grow grass if things keep going the way they are. There’ll be nothin’ left to leave to Bert and Peter. I never…” His emotions overcame him, and he couldn’t finish his thought. He didn’t need to.

      Kate reached across the table and held Sam’s hand. “I know. It’s hard to think of losing this land we’ve spent our lives building up. There must be some way we can fight them.”

      “I don’t think so,” said Sam. “They’re too big. They’ll just keep squeezing us out. I never thought of up and leaving until now, but it may be the only way.”

      Kate winced. “Where would we go?”

      “I been thinking about Wisconsin. Remember when Ned went out there a few years ago and asked us to go with him?”

      Kate nodded. “I remember. And you told him you’d never leave.”

      “I did. But things have changed. I’m thinking of writing to him to see how he feels about our moving out there. From what I’ve heard, they’re looking for settlers.”

      Kate put her hands to her cheeks. “Oh, Sam! That’s so far. We wouldn’t be near the rest of our family, and I hate to think of having to uproot the children. There must be some other way.”

      Sam sighed. “I don’t know of any. I just want to write to Ned and see what he says.”
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        * * *

      

      Saturday was a busy day at the Spring Valley Post Office. There were several people already in the lobby. Sam nodded to two men who owned farms not far from his, and he got in line. He was beginning to wonder if he’d ever hear back from his cousin. Reaching the counter, Sam greeted the clerk who he’d come to know well over the years. “Mornin’ Jake. Got any mail for me today?”

      “Mornin’ Sam. Let me check.” He turned to a sorting table behind him and thumbed through the piles of alphabetically arranged mail. “Here ya are, Sam.” He pulled out a sealed envelope and an unfolded sheet of paper. “There’s five cents due on yer letter.”

      The unfolded sheet was an announcement of an upcoming farm auction. Sam shoved it in his pocket and looked at the return address on the letter—Wisconsin! It was from his cousin. He almost let out a whoop but stopped himself when he remembered where he was—in a crowded post office lobby. Sam pulled a nickel from his pocket, handed it to the clerk, and hurried outside where he nervously ripped open the letter and started reading. Ned’s report was encouraging. His farm was prospering, there was good land still available, and he invited Sam to come out to his place and see the area for himself. It was exactly what he’d hoped to hear.

      As he drove home in his wagon, Sam began mulling over how best to approach Kate about going to Wisconsin. When they talked previously, Kate had not been enthusiastic about the idea, and after writing the letter to his cousin, they hadn’t really discussed the matter. Sam had to admit that he didn’t much like the thought of moving out west either. He loved Belmont County—the people, the hills, and even the river. He didn’t like the coal mines, though, and now that he had Ned’s reply, he was convinced moving out west was the right thing to do. Some of his neighbors had already done it. He was forty-two years old, and if he was ever going to make a big move like this, it had to be now. He just had to convince Kate.

      When he arrived home, Sam hung his coat and hat on the rack in the entryway and went into the kitchen. Kate was kneeling in front of the wood stove’s firebox muttering to herself.

      “What’s for supper?” asked Sam.

      Kate turned. “Oh! You startled me. If I can ever get this confounded wood to catch fire, I plan on fixing a ham and potato casserole.”

      “Here, let me,” he said.

      She stood up and handed Sam the box of matches. He checked the flue pipe and adjusted the damper before getting down on his hands and knees, lighting a piece of paper, and tossing it into the firebox. The wood quickly ignited, and he closed the door. “You forgot to open the damper.”

      She smiled sheepishly. “Well, it’s good I have a mechanical wizard to help me. I didn’t expect you so early.”

      “I have to go out again to take care of the animals, but I went over to Spring Valley to check at the post office to see if we had any mail.” He pulled the letter from his pocket. “I finally heard from cousin Ned.”

      “Have you read it?”

      “Yep. He thinks we should come out there, and he said he’d help us. Here, read it.” He took the letter from the envelope and laid it on the table. Kate sat down, pulled her glasses from her apron pocket, and began reading:

      
        
        Dear Sam,

        Good to hear from you. Glad to know you’re thinking of coming out here. Don’t like to say I told you so, but I knew things weren’t going to get any better with those coal companies moving in. How are Kate and the kids? Had a bad case of cholera come through last year. We almost lost Jimmy, our youngest, but he pulled through. Other families weren’t so lucky.

        In your letter you asked if I was happy about moving to Wisconsin. If I were writing to you after my first year here, I might give you a different answer, but today I have to say coming out here was the best decision I ever made. It was tough the first couple years getting a cabin built, clearing the land, and planting crops, but it was worth it. Now I’m getting twenty-four bushels of wheat to the acre.

        If you’re serious about coming, now is a good time. Land is cheap, but it won’t be available forever. In Dane County, where we live, most of the good land has been bought up, but bargains can still be found, especially where someone is selling out to move or there’s a foreclosure. Some lands sell for as little as $1.25 an acre, but you’d best see it before putting any money down. That’s why you should probably come out here first to look around.

        We miss having family nearby and hope you and Kate decide to move out here. If you do, we’ll help you in any way we can to get settled. But you need to make up your mind soon because there are a lot of foreigners from Europe invading the place. They got money and they’re buying up land left and right, and they’re not likely to resell. So, the opportunity might not last long.

        Ned

      

      

      Kate laid the letter back on the table. “What do you think?” asked Sam.

      His wife frowned. “Seems like Ned is happy out there. But I don’t know if I could be happy that far away from our friends and family. Besides, we don’t really know anything about Wisconsin. This letter doesn’t tell me much about what living there would be like. Even if we eventually need to sell our farm here, there must be closer places we could go.”

      “There may be, but the kind of farmland we need would be a lot more expensive than out in the new territories. You read where Ned said some land’s as cheap as $1.25 an acre.”

      “Yes, but he also said you shouldn’t buy a pig in a poke.”

      Sam laughed. “Course not. I’d have to go out there and get the lay of the land first. Maybe it’d come to nothin’, but I think we should try. I know you’d miss old friends, but you can always make new friends, and even though it’s a long way, you could come back sometimes and see your family once we got settled.”

      “But with the children in school, and….”

      Just then the front door opened, and they heard Peter shout, “Ma, I’m home. Anything to eat?”

      Kate looked at Sam. “Put the letter away. We can talk about this later, after the kids go to bed.”
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            A FAMILY MEETING

          

        

      

    

    
      Peter woke to the sound of voices downstairs, opened his eyes, and turned toward his older brother Bert, dead asleep on the other side of the bed. He quietly got up and crept to the doorway to listen.

      “But why now, Sam?” It was his mother’s voice.

      “Because it’s an opportunity we can’t pass up. Staying here isn’t an option any longer. We’ve put off doin’ anything for too long. I’m not getting any younger, and if we’re to make this move, we need to do it while I can still swing an axe.”

      “Just because some other people have left doesn’t mean we have to follow them,” said Kate. “The coal companies can’t make us sell. We could stay here. We’ve invested so much, and this farm is all we have. You said you wanted to have something to pass on to the children…”

      “I know I did. But you see what’s been happening to the land around here. The apple trees are dying. Just last year we lost eight, and those that are left aren’t producing like they should. The wheat yields have been down. It won’t be too many years until the land won’t be worth a pittance, and I don’t want Bert or Peter to have to work in the mines.”

      As Peter moved out of the doorway to hear better, a floorboard creaked under his feet. His parents stopped talking. “It’s just me,” called Peter. “I have to use the pot.”

      He quickly went back to his bed and reached underneath to pull out the chamber pot. After he finished his business, he tiptoed back to the doorway, avoiding the creaky floorboard. Leaning forward, he put a hand to one ear and tried to hear what else they might say.

      “I’m not agreeing to anything right now,” his mother said. “We need to see what the children think. We’d be uprooting them from everything they’ve known.”

      “Okay. I hear you,” said Sam. “We’ll talk to them tomorrow. Let’s go to bed.”

      He heard his parents moving around downstairs; then the flickering lamplight from downstairs faded to darkness. Peter snuck back into his room and into bed. He lay awake a long time wondering where his father was thinking of moving to. Must be far away. Maybe Indian country. It brought out images from the book he’d brought home from school called The Last of the Mohicans. He smiled at the thought of living among the Indians.
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        * * *

      

      The next morning, after slopping the hogs, twelve-year-old Peter hurried back into the house for breakfast, anxious to see if his father would bring up the subject of moving or if he would make them wait until evening. He was afraid to ask about what he’d overheard for fear of getting scolded for his eavesdropping, but if his father didn’t bring it up, he might have to.

      Peter’s mother, standing over the stove where she had sausages sizzling, turned her head. “Did you wash up outside before coming in?”

      “Yes ma’am, I did.”

      “Then help Nan set the table. Your pa and Bert should be in any minute. Breakfast is about ready.”

      Seven-year-old Annie, who had been sitting in the corner playing with her stuffed doll, jumped up. “I’ll help too.”

      When the family were all seated at the table, Annie reached out to take a hotcake. Her mother slapped her hand gently. “Wait for your father to say grace. You know better.”

      They all bowed their heads as their father said his prayer, and after he’d finished, they passed the plates of sausage and hotcakes around. When they finished eating, Sam sat back in his chair, wiped his mouth with a napkin, and cleared his throat. “I’ve got something to talk over with you all this morning—about something your mother and I decided last night.”

      Kate knit her brows and glared at her husband. “I said we need to talk with the children before any final decisions are made.”

      Sam shrugged his shoulders. “Yes, dear. That’s what I’m doin’ now.” He glanced at each of his offspring before saying, “We’re thinking about moving out west—to Wisconsin. That’s where your Uncle Ned is living. Annie won’t remember Ned, but the rest of you must remember when he left.”

      Peter, his eyes wide, spoke first. “I kind of remember him, but I didn’t know where he went. How far is Wisconsin? Isn’t that Indian country?”

      His father narrowed his eyes. “There are still Indians there, but I wouldn’t call it Indian country. It’s about six hundred miles from here, maybe a bit more. It’s just this side of the Mississippi River. The government is selling land at good prices to people who are willing to settle there. Lots of people are going there and buying up land fast. That’s why I think we need to do something now, before the land’s all gone.”

      Bert, the older of the two boys at fourteen years old, said, “I don’t understand. Why do we have to move? What’s wrong with this place?”

      “What’s wrong?” Sam said. “The coal mines are destroying the land. A few years ago, we used to get twenty bushels of wheat to the acre. Last year we got fifteen. The apple trees are dying. In ten years there’ll be nothin’. I want to go someplace where I can build a farm I can hand down to you. Don’t you want that?”

      Bert pursed his lips and nodded. “Sure, I’d like that. But if I can’t farm here, I can go to work for one of the mine companies. Carl Fetters told me he’s going to work for the Hanna Mines next month. Getting $1.15 a day.”

      Sam scowled. “That may be okay for him today, but it won’t be so good for him in twenty years when he gets sick from inhaling all that coal dust. That’s not the life I want for you and Peter. I don’t want to see you boys spend your life working in a mine and dying young. I got a letter from Ned yesterday, and he said they’re offering land as low as $1.25 an acre. At that price, we can sell this farm, and with what we make, we can buy a farm twice as big—enough to leave something for both you and Peter. How about that?”

      Bert nodded. “You put it that way, I guess we would be better off moving.”

      Their mother broke in. “That all sounds fine Sam, but what makes you so sure we can sell this property and get enough to start over in a new place?

      “I did my research. The coal companies are advertising all the time to buy up land and expand their operations. I was at a town meeting last month. An agent from Patterson’s talked to me about buying this property. They already offered Jim Casterbridge a pretty penny, and I heard he’s taken them up on it. Selling won’t be a problem.”

      Nan, Peter’s sixteen-year-old sister, broke in. “What about the Indians? Won’t it be dangerous?”

      Sam shook his head. “The Indians aren’t a problem anymore. Most have moved west of the Mississippi onto reservations. That’s why the government is offering up so much empty land. It used to belong to the Indians, but they sold it to the government. There may be some Indians around, but they’re peaceful now from everything I hear.”

      “Are there bears there?” Peter asked. “I want to hunt something bigger than the rabbits and coons we have around here.”

      His father laughed. “I expect there are bears, and maybe wildcats, but don’t think you’ll want to tangle with them. There should be plenty of deer and fowl though that we can hunt for food. I’ll know more after I go out there and talk to people.”

      “I can’t go,” Nan said. “You know I plan to apply to that private school in Lancaster this fall. Ma promised, and Aunt Cora already agreed to let me stay with her.”

      Her mother spoke up. “Nothing’s going to happen immediately. We’ve made no final decision about moving. You don’t need to get worked up about your plans. You can still put in your application, and we’ll see what happens.”

      “That’s right,” said Sam. “No final decision has been made yet. What I want to do is to go to Wisconsin and see what’s available. After I come back, we’ll talk it over and make our decision then.”

      Kate looked at him. “You didn’t say when you mean to go. You’re not thinking of going right away, are you? You’ve got planting to do, and I don’t want the kids taken out of school before the year’s over.”

      “No. No,” said Sam. “I wouldn’t leave until after the planting is done. Probably toward the end of May. They’ve got train service all the way to Chicago now. Won’t take me more than three days at most to get to Ned’s place. I should be able to wrap things up in three or four weeks, put a claim in if I find something I like, and when I come back, we can talk it over and make a decision. We for sure aren’t going to be making any move until after the fall harvest.” He looked around the table. “So how about a show of hands? Who’s for me going out to Wisconsin?”

      Bert and Peter raised their hands. Kate and Nan kept their hands in their laps. Seven-year-old Annie put the face of her rag doll up to one ear for a moment, then raised her right hand. “I want to go see the Indians, and so does Polly.”

      Nan frowned and said, “That’s not a reason. Besides, Annie’s too young to vote.”

      “Ain’t no law in our family that says she’s too young,” said Bert. “Her vote counts.”

      Their mother raised one hand. “Don’t argue! Of course we want to include Annie in any decision. Your father wants to do what’s best for us, and we’re not going to make a final decision until he comes back. So just calm down. Now you kids need to get off to school.”

      Nan, Peter, and Annie excused themselves from the table, put on their jackets, and grabbed the lunchboxes their mother had set out for them. The Spring Valley Common School they attended was two miles from their house. It was a one-room building with a single teacher for thirty-six students in grades one through eight. Nan had graduated from the school two years before, but she’d asked the teacher if she could stay on as a volunteer aide three days a week, and the teacher had been more than happy to have her help. Bert, now fourteen, had finished his schooling the year before, and he followed his father out the door to begin the day’s work.

      The trek to school took about forty minutes when the weather was good, but in winter, when the snow covered the wagon trail and the north wind blew, it could be a grueling walk, taking over an hour. This day, however, was bright and sunny with the temperature above freezing, and as they walked along, the conversation between Nan and Peter wasn’t about that day’s lessons but about what their father had said at the breakfast table.

      “Why did you say you’re in favor of moving out west?” Nan asked Peter. “Don’t you know how hard it will be to start over? They probably don’t have any school there. Wouldn’t you miss your friends here?”

      “Sure, I’d miss my friends, but I’d make new friends. And I don’t really care if there’s a school out there. I already can read, I can spell good, and I know how to add and multiply. Anything else I need I can get from books on my own. It’d be fun to live in frontier country.”

      “Well, you can have your frontier. I don’t like the idea of going to some uncivilized place like Wisconsin,” said Nan. “I’m going to stay here. I can’t be a teacher if I go out to some God-forsaken place where there’s no schools.”

      Peter smiled. “Yes, you can. You can teach Annie. She still needs to learn her three Rs.”

      Nan slapped him on the shoulder. “I want to do more than just homeschool my sister. I want to teach in a school like Miss Beeler does. I’m going to go to that teacher training school in Lancaster and stay with Aunt Cora. You and the rest of the family can move out to Wisconsin, but I’m staying.”

      Annie, listening while walking close behind them, said, “I don’t want you to be away from our family, Nan. If we go to that new place, I want you with me. I’d be scared if you weren’t.”

      Nan turned around and took Annie’s hand. “Oh, I won’t abandon you, Annie. I was just talking because I was upset. I’ll come out there to be with you after I finish my schooling, and I’ll teach you everything I know. Don’t worry.”

      “Good! Said Annie. “And I’ll be your favorite student.”

      Nan squeezed her hand. “Let’s hurry up. We’ll be late for school.”
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            TO THE WEST BY RAIL

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        May 1855

      

      

      Sam stood stiffly on the front porch, his chin jutting out, while Kate adjusted his black silk tie. She stepped back. “Now you look presentable.”

      “I’m not presentable every day?”

      “You are to me. But you’re going to be out in public. I want you to impress people you meet.”

      He looked down at his apparel—a hip-length black jacket, gray wool slacks, and shiny high-buttoned leather shoes to go with his low-crowned Quaker hat. “I guess I should be grateful, but I’d be a lot more comfortable wearin’ my work clothes and boots. I’m not going to any fancy ball. I’m going to find us a new home.”

      “All the same. I want you to look nice.”

      “I’ll do my best, but there’s nothin’ wrong with being an honest man of the soil.” He bent down, picked up little Annie, and gave her a hug. His thick walrus mustache tickled her cheek, and she jerked her head back and giggled. He kept hold of his daughter while taking in her playful big brown eyes. “I’m going to miss you little pumpkin, but Papa’ll be back before you know it.” He gave her a peck on the forehead and put her back down. Nan came up to him, and he wrapped his arms around her and squeezed before letting her go. He gave Peter a hard pat on the shoulder, then embraced Kate for a long moment before stepping away.

      Bert had already hitched up the horses to the wagon, brought it to the front of the house, and was waiting as his father came down the steps. Sam tossed his canvas satchel in the rear and hopped up onto the driver’s seat alongside his son. He gave one final wave before shaking the reins and heading out for Bellaire where he would catch the Central Ohio train for Columbus. The two didn’t talk much until they got to the outskirts of Bellaire. Sam wasn’t one to show affection easily, particularly toward his sons. It wasn’t that he didn’t love them. He did, and he was proud of them. He had big expectations for their future, carrying on the family tradition. But he found it hard to express his feelings openly.

      When they pulled up to the train station, Sam patted Bert on the knee without looking at him. “Look after your mother while I’m gone, and take good care of the animals. That sow’s about to begin farrowing. Go get Doc Severs if you run into any trouble.” Then he handed Bert the reins, got down from the wagon, and started walking toward the station.

      The Ohio Central had just opened its rail service from Bellaire to Columbus the year before, and the train station was brand new, a rectangular brick building with a simple gabled roof. As he approached the platform, a baggage handler passed by pushing a cart heaped with luggage to be loaded on the train. A coal-black locomotive, a six-wheeler with a skirt-like cowcatcher on the front, sat along the platform. Its fluted smokestack sent gray puffs of smoke into the air, signaling that the time for departure was nearing. The engineer, wearing overalls and a gray peaked cap, was walking along the side of the engine, an oil can in one hand, doing a visual inspection before departure.

      Sam walked into the station’s waiting area, a large room that was nearly filled with about three dozen people sitting on benches or milling about. Sam took a seat alongside a well-dressed middle-aged man with a stylish mutton-chop beard, his nose glued to a newspaper he’d spread wide.

      With his train not scheduled to leave for another hour, Sam took his pipe and a pouch of tobacco from his jacket pocket. “Mind if I smoke?” he asked the man next to him.

      The man replied without lowering the newspaper. “Suit yourself. Doesn’t bother me.”

      Sam lit up his pipe. “This is my first trip on a train. Have you used this train before?”

      The man answered from behind the paper wall. “I have.”

      Not very friendly, thought Sam. Smiling to himself, he leaned back and took a puff on his pipe. Then he drew from his breast pocket a sheet of paper that the station agent had given him the week before when he bought his ticket. It listed the train changes he’d need to make before getting to Chicago. Sam looked down at the list and shook his head. In Columbus he needed to switch to the Cleveland & Cincinnati Railroad. He’d take that to Sandusky near Lake Erie, then switch to the Cleveland & Toledo line. When he got to Adrian, Michigan, he’d switch to the Michigan Southern & Northern Indiana Railroad. That would take him into Chicago. The agent didn’t have any information for transportation beyond Chicago. He needed to get to a place called Stockton, which, according to his cousin, was near Madison, the state capital. It was all very confusing, but he’d have to ask around when he got to Chicago for the best way to get there. Next time, he would know the way. He put the list back in his pocket, and after a few minutes, the station agent announced the train was ready for boarding.

      Sam picked up his bag and joined the crowd surging toward the station platform. He checked his ticket for the car and seat number and headed for the third car back from the engine. It was about forty feet long and had wooden benches separated by a central aisle. He found his seat and sat down. An older man with a full white beard and substantial paunch sat down next to him with a weary huff, laying his bag beside his feet. He introduced himself as Jim Harwell, a retired farmer from Ashmore, a village not too far from Spring Valley.

      “That’s near me. Where you headed?” asked Sam.

      “Going to Columbus to see my son and his family. They live in Pickering just outside the city. How about you?”

      “I’m headed for Wisconsin to see about buying a piece of land. I got a cousin there who says it’s good farm country. I’ve been worried about all the coal-mine companies taking over everything around here. Thinking of moving the family out there.”

      The old man nodded. “You’re probably smart. I ended up leasing part of my land to one of them companies, then moved into town a couple years ago when my wife passed. My youngest boy is still there on the farm, though. If I was younger, and my wife was still alive, I might be doing the same as you.”

      “I’m getting up in age myself, and this is going to be my one big shot. I hope I’m not disappointed with what I find. I don’t want to go back home without something to show for the trip.”

      “From what I hear, there’s plenty of good land. But there’s also a bunch of crooks around who’ll be looking to take advantage of you. I knew one man used to live near me who moved out to Illinois. He ended up coming back to Ohio broke after he found himself in debt up to his neck to some fly-by-night salesman. He lost everything. So be careful who you’re dealing with.”

      Sam was happy to have a seatmate that he had more in common with than the last person he’d sat next to, and the two continued their congenial conversation for the five-hour ride to Columbus. When the train reached the station, Sam bid his new friend farewell and went looking for the ticket counter to purchase his ticket for the next leg of his travel.

      Twenty-four hours later, when his train pulled into Chicago’s LaSalle Street Station, Sam was ready to drop from lack of sleep. It was five o’clock in the afternoon, and he’d barely slept a wink for the last day-and-a-half, having had to sit up on a hard bench the whole way. He needed to find a place to spend the night before going on. Grabbing his bag from underneath the bench, Sam exited to the sound of steam hissing from the engine’s overworked boiler. He stepped onto an elongated brick platform on the lower level of a huge multi-track terminal building. A long ten-car passenger train sat on the opposite side of the platform, and people were boarding. The expansive train shed had a covered roof with open sides. It would have been quite dark had it not been for the brilliant glow of the gas lamps spaced along the tracks. Since he only had the one bag, he didn’t need to wait for any baggage to be unloaded, and he followed other passengers up a flight of stairs to the main concourse that was filled with people rushing to and fro. Ticket booths lined one wall, and concessionaire shops were along the opposite side.

      Sam got in line at one of the ticket booths, and when his turn came, he told the agent he needed to get tickets to Stockton, Wisconsin. The agent looked at him strangely. “Never heard of the place. What’s it near?”

      “It’s near Madison. Can I get a ticket direct from here?”

      The agent shook his head. “Nope. Your best bet is to go to Milwaukee. From there, they should have transportation going to Madison.”

      Sam nodded. “Okay, I’d like a ticket to Milwaukee. Is there a train leaving tomorrow morning?”

      The agent shook his head. “Can’t sell you a ticket here. You need to go to the Canal Street Station. They handle the Chicago & Milwaukee line.”

      Sam stared at the agent and clenched his fists. “How do I get there?”

      The agent pointed outside. “There are omnibuses out there that can take you to the other station. Or you can take a private coach. It’s only a few blocks. I’d recommend the omni. A lot cheaper.”

      Sam took a deep breath, thanked the man, and walked outside. He spotted a horse-drawn omnibus with several passengers already on board. He stepped off the walkway into a puddle and splashed black muck onto his trouser legs. “Aw, shit,” he muttered as he made his way carefully to the coach. Looking up at the operator in the driver’s seat, he asked, “Can you take me to the Canal Street Station?”

      The operator nodded. “The fare’s ten cents.”

      Sam dug in his pocket for a coin, dropped it in a box next to the driver’s seat, and stepped up into the coach. Two minutes later the operator gave a shout to his horses, and they started off. Sam looked out the coach window at the massive five and six-story brick and stone buildings lining the street and noted again the presence of gas lamps that lit the way for people walking along the sidewalks. Although the buildings were grand, he found himself wrinkling up his nose.

      “Where’s that smell coming from?” he asked the man sitting next to him.

      The man pointed at Sam’s pants legs. “From that. It’s from all the filth lying around in the streets. The city doesn’t have any effective drainage system. All the waste from horses, people, and businesses ends up in the streets, and this is the result when it rains—this nasty stench. Besides the smell, it’s a real health hazard.”

      “What do you mean?” asked Sam.

      “It gets into the water. Causes people to get sick. Last year we had a big cholera epidemic. The paper said it was caused by the water pollution. More than a thousand people died.”

      Sam’s jaw dropped. “Really? Is it still going around?”

      “No, it passed after the summer heat, but don’t know about this next summer. Have to be careful.”

      “Is anything being done about it?”

      The man nodded. “Earlier this year the city council approved an ordinance to build a sewer system to drain the shit into the river. About time they did something.”

      Sam looked out the window at the river running alongside the roadway and wondered if he should even drink any water while he was in town. He was still staring out the window when the operator announced, “Canal Street Station.”

      Sam hopped off the omnibus and walked briskly into the station, avoiding as much as possible the dark puddles. He went directly to the ticket counter and purchased a ticket for Milwaukee for the next day. Then he stopped at an information desk and asked for a recommendation on a hotel—one with good water. The desk clerk referred him to the Parker just a half-block away, and he hurried off. The only thing he’d eaten since leaving home was a boiled egg, a buttered biscuit, and an apple Kate had packed inside his satchel, but he was too tired to even think of going to a restaurant. He needed to sleep, and when he got to the hotel, he checked in and went straight to bed, not waking until his clock rang at six a.m. the next morning.
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      The trip to Milwaukee was uneventful, only taking two hours. After arriving, Sam went directly to the ticket window to ask if there was a train that could take him to Stockton.

      “The Milwaukee & Mississippi Road runs through there,” said the agent. “Next train leaves tomorrow at noon.”

      “How much?”

      The agent checked his fare sheet. “It’ll be $1.10.”

      “I’ll take it. Can you recommend any place to bed down for the night?”

      “The Morris Hotel is a block north of here. If you’re looking for something cheaper, you might try Nell’s Boarding House. It’s right across the street from the station.”

      “Thanks,” said Sam. He paid for his ticket and headed off for the boarding house.
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        * * *

      

      Sam was awakened at six o’clock by the shouting of a street hawker right below the half-opened window of his second-story room. He leaned out the window and yelled down, “Quiet down there. People are trying to sleep.”

      A bearded man standing next to a wooden cart filled with apples looked up and shouted, “Go to ‘ell. Some people gotta earn a penny.”

      Sam closed the window and thought about trying to get some more sleep, but he heard banging in the next room and realized it would be futile. Besides, this was a big day. He’d finally get to see his cousin Ned. After splashing water on his face and shaving, he got dressed and went downstairs for breakfast. His train didn’t leave until noon, and after breakfast, he took his time packing before checking out of the hotel and walking back to the station.
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        * * *

      

      When Sam got off the train at Stockton, a sleepy village of fewer than two hundred people, he stretched and took a deep breath. “Ahh, fresh country air. What a change from Chicago.” No sooner had he finished stretching than the train began to pull away. He found himself alone on the platform, except for the station agent, who was walking back toward his shack. Sam ran after him. “Excuse me, sir, can you tell me where I can get some transportation? I need to get to Teig’s Corner.”

      The agent turned. “Check at the general store across the street. They can sell you a ticket for the stagecoach.”

      Sam picked up his bag and crossed the tracks to the row of shops that included a two-story hotel in addition to a general store. He entered the store where a gray-haired man with a bushy mustache stood behind the counter engaged in conversation with a woman. They were speaking in a language he didn’t understand. When the woman walked away, the counterman turned and said in slightly accented English, “Can I help you, mister?”

      Sam removed his hat and introduced himself. “I just came all the way from Ohio, and I’m trying to get to my cousin’s house. He lives near here. His name’s Ned Newcome. Perhaps you know him.”

      The man slowly rubbed his chin. “Newcome? Yah. He comes in here sometimes. He has a farm, but I don’t know where. Do you have any kind of address?”

      “In his letter he said he lives along Fort Atkinson Road near Teig’s Corner. You know where that is?”

      The store owner nodded. “Yah, I know that place. It’s only five or six miles from here.”

      Sam said, “The station agent said there’s a stagecoach that goes that way. Is it too late to catch it today?”

      The man frowned. “Yah, too late. We only have one stage a day, and it came through this morning. You’ll have to wait until tomorrow. It comes about ten.”

      Sam gritted his teeth. “I was hoping to get to my cousin’s tonight. I guess I’ll have to check in at the hotel.”

      The man said, “My nephew Kjell runs the stable at the end of the street. He may be able to rent you a horse. Do you ride?”

      Sam smiled. “Sure, I do.” He didn’t want to leave without buying something and noticed a display case to his left filled with bread, cakes, and various pastries. He pointed to the pastry shelf. “How much are those cookies?”

      “Two for a penny.”

      “I’ll take ten.” It would be a nice treat for Ned’s children. As the man handed him his sack of cookies, Sam noticed a jar of rock candy on the counter. “And I’d like a half dozen pieces of that candy too.”

      After paying, he thanked the man and hurried out the door and over to the stable where he found a bearded man, who appeared to be in his thirties, brushing down a sleek roan horse.

      “Excuse me,” said Sam. “The man over at the general store said you might be able to rent me a horse.”

      The stableman stopped brushing and looked at Sam. “You must have talked to my Uncle Nils. How long you need the horse for?”

      “Maybe two or three days. I need to get to my cousin’s place near Teig’s Corner.”

      The man scratched his forehead. “I charge fifty cents a day, but I need to keep something of value for security until you bring the horse back. Do you have anything?”

      Sam thought for a moment, then pulled his gold pocket watch from his pants pocket, unhooked it from his belt, and showed it to Kjell.

      The stableman looked at it and nodded. “Okay, I’ll go saddle a horse for you.”

      “Can I have this horse you’re brushing?”

      Kjell frowned. “No. This horse isn’t for rent. I’ll get you a different one.” He went to a stall in the back and returned a few minutes later with a mottled gray swayback. He handed Sam a piece of paper and asked him to write and sign a statement agreeing to return the horse.

      Sam ran a hand through the horse’s mane. It was gentle but listless. The eyes were a bit cloudy, and mucus was visible in the nostrils. “Not sure this old girl will make it out of town.”

      “She’s old,” said Kjell, “but you can depend on her to get you where you’re going. Just don’t push her. She knows what she can do. I don’t have anything else. You want her?”

      Sam nodded. “Yeah, I’ll take her.” He wrote out the statement then pulled the watch and a dollar’s worth of coins from his pocket and handed it all to Kjell. “How will I know when I reach Teig’s Corner? Is it a town?”

      “No,” said Kjell. “It’s a road junction. But there’s a little church on one corner—a Lutheran church. You’ll see it.”

      Sam led the mare outside, lashed his bag to the saddle, and lifted himself into the saddle. Then he tipped his hat to the stableman. “I’ll have her back in three days at the latest.”
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        * * *

      

      The sun was starting to set by the time Sam reached his cousin’s farmstead. As he approached Ned’s house, a square, two-story wood-framed building, he saw the burly backside of a man bent over a piece of farm machinery. He rode closer and called out, “You know where I can find Ned Newcome?”

      The man turned around and raised his arms. “Sam! You made it! Got your letter just the other day.”

      The beard was new, but the voice and posture were the same old Ned. Sam got off his horse and gave him a bear hug. “I’ve been thinking about coming out here for a long time. Your letter made my decision to come and check things out a lot easier. Kate and the kids are excited about the possibility of moving here. From what I’ve seen it looks like great farmland.”

      “It is! I think you’ll be more than happy with what you find in these parts, but you may have to travel a bit aways from here to find exactly what you’re lookin’ for.”

      Sam cocked his head as if to raise a question, but Ned quickly added, “I’ll explain later, but for now, why don’t you go tie up your horse at the water trough while I go inside and let Sue know you’re here.”

      After tying up his horse, Sam went inside and greeted Ned’s wife, Sue, with a hug. Then she reintroduced him to their three children, who were unrecognizable since the last time he’d seen them—a girl nine, and two boys, seven and twelve years old. When Sam brought out the sweets he’d bought at the store, all three started to go for them before Sue picked up the sacks of goodies and said, “These are for later.”

      After filling up on a meal of ham, red-eye gravy, potatoes, and peas, followed by an apple cobbler for dessert, the two men retreated into the living room. Taking a seat in front of the fireplace, Ned said, “Like I wrote in my letter, most of the old Indian land around here has been bought up by now, and most everything that’s left is either more expensive than you want to pay or it’s not for farming.”

      Sam nodded. “I sorta expected that. So, where do you think I oughta go?”

      Ned said, “I talked to the land agent up in Madison last week, and he told me the land office in La Crosse is getting ready to open up lands in their district along the Mississippi. It’s a little way from here, but that’s where I think you should start looking.”

      “How far away is it?”

      “Probably about a hundred fifty miles northwest of here.” Ned went to his desk, pulled out a map, and spread it out across his lap. “Here it is,” he pointed. “You can get there by stagecoach from Madison. I can take you up there whenever you want, but you’re welcome to stay here for a while.”

      Sam tapped the dot on the map that represented La Crosse. “I’d like to stay longer to try more of Sue’s fine cooking, but I want to get a deal done as soon as possible and think the sooner I leave the better. So, if you can take me up to Madison tomorrow, that’d be good.”

      That evening, before turning in, Sam wrote a letter to his wife telling her his plans and that he hoped to be back home before the end of June.
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      The stagecoach came to a stop in front of the Endicott Hotel, La Crosse’s premier guest house. Sam and the other three passengers got out and waited for the driver to retrieve their bags. Two of the gentlemen he’d been riding with took their bags and went up the steps to the hotel entrance. The other one, the short talkative man in the tweed jacket who called himself Professor Cavendish, headed off in a different direction pulling a cart with a large trunk on it. Sam decided to follow the two men into the hotel. It was an impressive three-story white-framed building that occupied half of the city block.

      The front lobby was thickly carpeted, and paintings of frontier scenes adorned the walls. Two desk clerks stood behind an ornate mahogany counter burnished to a high sheen. Sam waited until one of the clerks was free, and asked about the price.

      “A dollar fifty a night or eight dollars for a week. We pride ourselves on being the best hotel on the river this side of St. Louis. There’s a water closet on each floor, and we have a bathing and shaving salon that I think you’ll enjoy. Also, our dining room serves the very best meals.”

      “Does the price include meals?” asked Sam.

      “Yes, sir. Breakfast and supper.”

      “What about the bath?”

      “There’s an extra charge for that.”

      Sam stroked his chin. “Not sure how long I’ll be here, but it’s a little more than I wanted to spend. Any other place near here that wouldn’t be quite so expensive?”

      The clerk cocked his head to one side. “There’s the Crown Hotel on Front Street across from the boat landing. Another one is the Western Hotel down on Second Street. You could try them, but they can’t compare with the Endicott.”

      Sam tipped his hat. “Thank you for your help.” After leaving, he walked towards the river until he came to Front Street. The Crown Hotel, a two-story brick building, overlooked a river landing where two side-wheeler steamboats were moored. In the distance, on the other side of the Mississippi, Sam was able to make out high bluffs stretching all along the far bank that marked the boundary between Wisconsin and the Minnesota Territory.

      When he entered the hotel, noise from the dining room just off the lobby caught his attention. Sam hadn’t eaten all day and went in and looked around. Three or four men stood at the bar with their backs to him contemplating their reflections in the mirror behind the bar. There were six tables, four of them occupied by boisterous dockworkers and boatmen playing cards or just sitting around the table drinking and telling tall tales. The only woman in the place was a barmaid serving the table with the four card players. Sam took a seat at a corner table and ordered a bowl of lamb stew with cornbread and a mug of ale. He no sooner began sipping on his beer when a fight broke out at the card table. A chair was turned over and two roughnecks began taking swings at each other until the bartender moved in with a thick stick, whacked one of them on the back to get his attention, and ordered all four of them out. There were no more histrionics while he was eating, but when Sam finished his meal, he paid the waitress and decided this was not the kind of place where he wanted to spend the next several days.

      Leaving the Crown Hotel, Sam walked another half-block, turned the corner onto Second Street and spotted the Western Hotel, a white two-story frame building with a double porch. He went to the front desk and asked the clerk about the rooms. “A dollar a night or six dollars for a week, payable in advance,” said the clerk. “That includes two meals a day. Breakfast is from six to eight and supper from five to seven. There’s a privy out back and a public bath house down the street.”

      Sam looked around and saw the dining room off to the right. He looked in and saw several people, including a family of five with young children, eating peaceably and not causing a ruckus. This was more to his liking. He went back to the front desk and told the clerk, “I’ll take a room for a week. Not sure how long I’m going to be here. Lookin’ to buy some farm land. Can you tell me where the land office is?”

      The man pointed out the window. “It’s over on State Street, right across from the courthouse.”

      Sam thanked him, signed the register, and went up the stairs to his room. The bare-bones quarters had a wooden bed that looked like it was a wee bit short of his six-foot length, but it had a pretty patchwork quilt that he thought was a nice touch. An oil lamp sat atop a small wooden stand next to the bed. On the other side of the bed, there was a two-drawer dresser on which a basin, along with a bar of soap and pitcher of water with two cups had been set out. A picture of President Pierce hung on the wall above the dresser, slightly askew. He sat down on the bed. The mattress was a thin straw-filled affair, not like the one he had back home, but he’d slept on worse. After rinsing off his face, unpacking his bags, and straightening the president’s picture, Sam picked up his Bible and sat down to read. After half an hour, his eyelids became heavy. He went to sleep hoping that tomorrow would be the day he would find what he was looking for.
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        * * *

      

      Up before six o’clock the next morning, Sam dressed and hurried down to the dining room. The family of five he’d seen the evening before already occupied half of the long table and were eating. They were speaking a foreign tongue—Scandinavian, he thought. At the other end of the table, he immediately recognized one of the men he’d ridden in with on the stage. The man was concentrating on a book while shoving food into his mouth. Sam filled a cup of coffee from an urn beside the table and took a seat next to him. “Good morning, Professor Cavendish.”

      Cavendish looked up from his reading. “Ah, good morning. Mr. Newcome, I believe? Going out to look for your property today?”

      “Yes. I’m going to the land office right after I have my coffee. What is that you’re reading so intensely? Are you preparing for a lecture of some sort?”

      Cavendish puffed out his thin chest. “Exactly. This is a manual of pharmacopeia. I like to study before going out to meet with the many folks who are crying for help to deal with their afflictions. I’m an apothecary by trade, you see, and I’ve been traveling around the country for the past ten years providing needy people with my unique elixirs, salves, and ointments. For a minimum fee, I offer cures for all ailments known to man, and I guarantee my medicines to be the best people can buy. The only thing I can’t cure is a broken heart.” He grinned.

      “So that explains the big piece of luggage you had with you.”

      “Yes, that’s where I keep my treasures. I plan on spending a few days here, and then move on to another place where my services are needed.”

      He’ll move on when people realize his medicines are a sham, Sam thought, but he saw no need to challenge him or to get into an argument over his qualifications. He simply continued drinking his coffee without saying anything else. When he finished, he excused himself and left the hotel for the land office. As he approached the building, he saw nine or ten people already lined up outside the door.

      “Popular place,” said Sam to the man at the end of the line. “Do you know when it opens?”

      “Eight o’clock. Yesterday I came after noon, and I never was able to get to talk to anyone.”

      As the clock drew closer to eight, the line drew longer. Sam had thought by coming to this frontier outpost, he wouldn’t face much competition, but that obviously wouldn’t be the case. Finally, the door to the office opened, and after waiting another thirty minutes in line, he reached the counter and explained to the clerk what he was looking for. After being handed a map of the surrounding area identifying properties available for purchase at $1.25 an acre, the clerk told him that if he found a property he liked and wanted to put a claim in for it, he would need to put down at least ten percent and would have thirteen months in which to pay the total purchase price.

      With the money he would get from selling his property back in Ohio, Sam didn’t see any problem with coming up with the money. He left the land office excited, but also a bit worried about doing this all on his own. As he stood on the corner looking over the area map, a young man in a frock coat and top hat with a neatly trimmed curtain beard came up to him. “Thinking of homesteading around here?”

      “Yes. I just came in on the stage yesterday. Looking to buy land for a farm.” He held up the map. “Got this from the land office, but not sure where to start looking.”

      The man smiled, pulled out a card from his breast pocket, and handed it to Sam. “Name’s John Secrist. I’m with the Cracker and Nichols Land Agency. My office is just around the corner. May I ask your name?”

      Sam stared at him a moment, trying to size the agent up. “Sam Newcome.”

      “Pleased to meet you, Mr. Newcome. My office exists to help people just like you. If you were to allow me, I can help you find a piece of property to your liking and get your claim registered, all at a fair price, and I’ll save you time in the process.”

      Sam was anxious to get back home to Ohio. The man seemed on the up and up, but could he trust him? “The land office clerk gave me a map and told me there’s good land available for $1.25 an acre. Why should I pay you to do what I can do for myself?”

      The man raised both his hands. “If you know what you’re looking for, you probably shouldn’t. But I take it you’re not from around here. Unless you have someone who knows the area, you’re not likely to find a place you’ll be happy with. I can do that for you.” He put a hand on Sam’s shoulder and leaned close. “A lot of the properties available for $1.25 an acre haven’t sold previously for one reason or another. Might be too rocky for farming or whatever. Then again, you might find someplace you like, and then when you go to make a claim find somebody already placed a claim on it. That won’t happen if you go with me. Just a $10 fee with transportation provided, and once you settle on a place, I can get your claim entered with the land office the next day, and if you need a loan to make the purchase, we can work that out for you. If you want to spend two weeks paying for a hotel and a horse and wagon, and then maybe come up with nothing, that’s your choice.”
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