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INTRODUCTION


“Let me do all the good I can while I stay.” It was the deathbed sentiment of Myra Bradwell, but words that might have been said by any one of the twelve women in this book. Although each came from different experiences and backgrounds, they all shared a common life theme: service to others.


It might be easy to say their actions stemmed from the philosophies of Puritanism or True Womanhood. Both revolved around the idea that a virtuous woman should live in devotion to others. Yet, there is no sense that these women were consciously following a set of guidelines. Some were religious, some struggled with theology. It seems instead that they were driven by instinct, passion, and love.


The women herein were born over a span of more than one hundred years, from 1796 to 1899. Their stories are eerily similar: many lost their children to illnesses that today would be considered common and curable; they escaped poverty and worked with seemingly endless stamina toward building a better life; and although they repeatedly withstood crushing disappointments, deaths of loved ones, and unspeakable grief, they persevered.


Several took on enormous projects with the attitude of “when” rather than “if” it would come to fruition. None were driven by a quest for fame. When the telegram arrived announcing that she had won the Nobel Peace Prize, Jane Addams read it and then placed it in her bureau drawer, keeping the news a secret from all but one nephew. Mary Todd Lincoln enjoyed the perks of being first lady, but there is no doubt that had she been given the choice to change the defining moments of her life, she would have given up all and asked for the restoration of her lost children and beloved husband.


True, several were openly proud, but they tempered that emotion with modesty. And although these women accomplished more in one year than many of us do in a lifetime, they did so with an air of casualness. Lydia Moss Bradley wrote a $1 million check to cover the construction bill for the college buildings bearing her name, and then pulled on her boots and went to her garden to cut flowers for the dinner table. Candace Reed walked away from a lucrative photography business to assist as a nurse during the Civil War. These women showed no hesitation when it came to sacrifices made for the benefit of the community at large.


As a strong believer that people are molded by virtue of their roots, the place from which they came and the early relationship between a parent and child, I was especially intrigued by their formative childhood years. Annie Malone was the daughter of freed slaves, but it was her experience as an orphan that moved her to donate generously to children’s homes. The deep religiosity of the Hale household unwittingly laid the foundation for Emma Hale Smith’s life as a missionary and wife of the founder of the Mormon Church. And Irene Castle’s fight against vivisection emanated from her childhood love of dogs, horses, and an array of other pets.


The era in which these women lived was ever changing. Despite limited innovation in the fields of communication and transportation, they managed to travel across the country, and in some cases, the world, without the conveniences that have made those endeavors much easier with the passage of time. Christiana Tillson lived long enough to witness dramatic changes and improvements. Reading her comments from a modern perspective, I was struck by the humor of her reminding her daughter that she should be grateful for the ease of her 1870s lifestyle. Of course, everyone’s experience is relative: If you don’t know what you’re missing, how can you yearn for it?


It is a monumental task to condense the life of a woman into about 3,000 words. A cottage industry of sorts has evolved around Jane Addams, who has been dissected and analyzed through decades of scholarly writings that cover all aspects of her thinking, from sociology, to theology, to pacifism and socialism—not to mention her personal life. Ruth Page intended to write just one book, yet managed to produce several, as well as maintain an extensive collection of more than 1,000 pages of notes on dances she choreographed during her seventy-year career. On the other hand, the life story of Anna Elizabeth Slough, who was a somewhat typical early Illinois resident, was uncovered in now dusty, fragile volumes containing portraits of early settlers, one small paragraph here and there, a newspaper article, an advertisement, an obituary.


On a personal note, I consider myself privileged to have had the opportunity to write about each. Their ardent devotion to others is a template for future generations. After four years of spending time with them, it was hard to say good-bye.




CHRISTIANA HOLMES TILLSON


1798-1872


Accidental Historian


COMFORTABLY PROPPED UP BY PILLOWS in the center of her feather bed, seventy-one-year-old Christiana Holmes Tillson rubbed her stiffened fingers with the palms of her hands, hoping to rejuvenate her aging joints long enough to begin writing. Finally, picking up the quill, she carefully dipped the writing instrument into the inkwell on her bed tray and placed the point on the sheet of paper. Much like writing a letter to a friend, she began:




Amherst, Mass., June 28, 1870


Dear Daughter:


Whenever you have expressed a wish that I would write out some of my early western experiences, I have felt an inclination to comply with your request.… As writing is not my forte, I do not feel that I can produce anything which will at present interest you much; but my own appreciation of every record left me by my good mother and my dear husband makes me feel that I may leave you something which will interest you in after life, more than at the present time.





Christiana proceeded to write a narrative that would later be called a remarkable record of the life of a pioneer woman in 1820s Illinois. The 154-page memoir, originally titled Reminiscences of Early Life in Illinois by Our Mother, was initially published in limited quantity and privately issued by her daughter for use within the family. Christiana died in 1872, months before the first edition was available. Although her musings described just a few years of their pioneer experiences, Christiana and John Tillson’s Illinois odyssey actually spanned decades.


Both Christiana and John hailed from Massachusetts. Christiana Holmes was born in the Old Colony town of Kingston on October 11, 1798. Her family lineage contained Pilgrim and Revolutionary War stock. As was common in well-to-do New England homes, her parents provided her an honorable education, which focused on religion, reading, and writing.


John Tillson’s ancestors arrived in America aboard the Mayflower. Two years her senior, John, with his industrious spirit and independent thinking, was well suited for Christiana. He too received a solid education and enjoyed an upper-class lifestyle.


Prior to their marriage, John accepted a job in the West, securing bounty lands for eastern speculators. Christiana must have wondered if he would ever come back. It would not be a question of love that might affect their future, but the unknown territory, which harbored danger as well as fortune for those so daring.


After nearly two years, John returned and kept his promise of marriage. The couple wed on October 6, 1822, just days before Christiana’s twenty-fourth birthday. Family and friends expressed anxiety about the newlyweds moving to Illinois. Christiana wrote of her own nervousness about the trip:
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Partings, the breaking up of families and home attachments, have always been to me particularly painful, and the sad forebodings I was constantly hearing at that time of the fearful journey, and the dismal backwoods life which awaited me were not calculated to dispel the clouds that would sometimes come over me.


With a heavy heart and understandable reservation, she assumed the carriage seat beside her new husband, and the pair began their wedded life embarking on the same excursion west that had been made by thousands before them.


Along the way, the young bride experienced some disappointments. Her New York City honeymoon was abbreviated when it was discovered the residents there were suffering a yellow fever epidemic. Another letdown came when they finally reached St. Louis. At the port, Christiana fully expected to claim several cartons containing her belongings, which had been shipped two weeks ahead of their Massachusetts departure. The Tillsons were told that the New Orleans-based boat carrying their treasures was probably lost. The fall winds already chilled the air, and since her winter clothing was among the lost parcels, Christiana was forced to purchase a ready-made dress and yards of blue and white check fabric for another to be constructed by a city tailor. The next concern was replacing household goods.


The price of furniture in St. Louis was quite steep. As luck would have it, a local widow was dispensing of her estate and, in what might be considered a nineteenth-century yard sale, the Till-sons purchased several nice items to outfit their residence. Finally, it was time for the ride to their prairie home.


The weariness Christiana felt from the nearly two-month journey and the loss of her possessions must have been magnified when her new wilderness home came into view. The meager bachelor’s den that her husband had kept before his marriage sat in lonely stead on a large parcel. It was a far cry from the type of architecture and community she had grown up in back in Massachusetts. Christiana searched for joys within the log house walls during that first evening in their marital home. As a woman used to a lifestyle that included nice things, she commented with humor about the haphazard array of candles that she found waiting for her in the one-room cabin:


Four large nails with their points driven into a square block of wood served as one candlestick, the other was supplied by paper being wound around the candle and then inserted into the neck of a glass bottle; this made quite a display.


Almost immediately, Christiana realized that she was a novelty among the locals. After all, she was a Yankee! Curious neighbors stopped by to evaluate the new Mrs. Tillson. It became apparent that class envy was rampant in prairie Illinois.


Eastern settlers were typically well-to-do; the long trip west required substantial funds. They often arrived in Baltimore carriages pulled by handsome horses. Yankee retailers were suspect for selling goods at outlandish prices.


On the other hand, those migrating from the South were often poor and white, traveling by foot, wearing inadequate clothing, and owning few possessions. Banking on securing land as squatters, most southern immigrants were farmers who labored on large farms for pay and then came home to plough and harvest their own land.


The term “poor white folk” was just as much a slur to their neighbors as being called a Yankee was to the Tillsons. Christiana defended her use of the phrase, writing:


Perhaps I should explain that “white folks” was a name given in derision to the first emigrants from the western and southern states. An oldTennessee woman who had a terrific opinion of the Yankees, said; “I am getting skerry about them ’ere Yankees; there is such a power of them coming in that they and the Injuns will squatch out all the white folks.” Nothing afterward would exasperate them more than to have a Yankee call them white folks.


Uniquely, Christiana recorded the conversations of white folks using their dialect. She also reported on the uncomfortable reactions of her new neighbors. One woman was shocked when Christiana offered her a slice of her homemade Yankee pie. The fact that Christiana would use the word “Yankee” in front of her was surprising, and the woman responded, “I didn’t think you would say the like of that; I allus knowed youens were all Yankees, but Billy said “Don’t let on that we know it, kase it’ll jest make them mad.”’


Everything at the Tillson residence seemed scrutinized. Even Christiana’s laundry drew an audience as she chose the New England method of hanging it from a line using clothespins, unlike her neighbors who pitched their wet clothes over the fence to dry. The voices were loud enough for Christiana’s ears, and as one man marveled, “See here, ain’t that jest the last Yankee fixin’? Jest see them ar little boys ridin’ on a rope.”


Christiana was quickly introduced to a variety of customs not practiced back home. One major annoyance was the expected hospitality toward unexpected Sunday guests. At the time, proper decorum prevented her from closing her door to callers. However, in her journal she complained fiercely about the weekly “legion of visitors,” mainly because of the amount of work it took to feed them.


Back east, the Tillsons would have kept the Sabbath as a day of rest. In Illinois, the lack of churches and the expectations of the uninvited interfered with Christiana’s private reading time and religious ritual. Christiana used these visits to study the manners of each person who walked into her home. Most spoke with a southern drawl. The men were brawny and not all together clean. The women wore a simple bonnet, but no coat even in winter. They kept track of the youngsters, and nursed without proper cover-up. At times, Christiana noticed that the women cowered when their husbands spoke. Christiana wrote that a man in this western culture could control his wife in lieu of a slave.


The interlopers were often odd and suspicious in nature, and sometimes they rudely opened Christiana’s cabinets and closets to see what she owned. Many thought her dinnerware was for sale since she had so many pieces lined on the shelves.


It was expected that the Tillsons would visit their neighbors in return on another Sunday. Christiana cleverly circumvented the tradition by taking John on mid-week return visits. This upset the unprepared hosts, as it interrupted the wife’s daily chores and startled the husband, who, after a long day in the fields, was unhappy to find the Tillsons sitting in their kitchen, prepared to chat and eat. The message circulated that if you stopped by the Yankees, they might visit you on the wrong day. The Sabbath knocks on the Till-sons’ door subsided.


When spring arrived the Tillsons were eagerly anticipating the birth of a child, the first of three, due later in the year. They were also delighted to learn that their boxes were miraculously at port after having sat all winter on a boat that required repairs. The break in weather also meant that they could begin expansion of their log home to include a parlor and a bedroom. Neighbors now declared that the Tillsons “had a power of room and were power down well fixed.” Christiana wrote that considering the animosity between the poor white folks and the Yankees, she was surprised that she and her husband enjoyed a peaceful relationship with them.


One aspect of prairie life that affected all citizens equally was the lack of medical care. When John fell seriously ill with a high fever, Christiana had no choice but to serve as his nurse. The closest doctor lived a full day’s ride away and when called upon, he lingered until the patient improved. Christiana shared her tremendous fears as John teetered in and out of consciousness:


I had to carry him through a course of treatment the best I could, though with fearful forebodings as to whether I was pursuing the right course. The anxiety and responsibility I felt about his sickness was more than all the labor and care with which I was burdened.


By the time the doctor arrived, Christiana had stayed by John’s bed for more than a week. The doctor commended her skill and she rejoiced: “A heavy responsibility had been lifted from my poor, tired-out body and mind.”


The episode shook Christiana. A Yankee lady friend heard about the Tillsons’ plight and traveled a great distance to offer her assistance. Christiana gratefully accepted:


To those who have never known the loneliness that had encircled me for the past few weeks, my feelings could not be describedx.… Such friends and such acts of friendship can never be forgotten, nor can they be understood by those who have not been in like isolation.


As an educated woman in a society that frowned on girls attending school, Christiana admitted that she “had some ambition to show off a little, being aware that the white folks though very friendly when I met them, were much perplexed to know what Till-son’s wife found to do.” Christiana wasn’t known to farm, and to outsiders she didn’t appear to be much of a housewife. When the opportunity presented itself, Christiana demonstrated her usefulness.


On a day when John was traveling, a local businessman named Mr. Roundtree called to settle his accounts. Discovering Christiana home alone, Roundtree used a patronizing tone to request the books for review. Christiana not only produced the books but transcribed his bills into them and completed the math, much to his amazement. He declared, “Why I had no idea you were such a scribe … and you have made the charges correctly.” No doubt, little time was spared before news circulated about Mrs. Tillson’s business skills.


In an era and culture where a proper woman deferred to the decisions of her husband, John and Christiana shared ideas and opinions as a marital team. John’s work required he cross dangerously unpredictable creeks in the daylight and darkness, and Christiana fretted about him navigating a safe passage home. One night they discussed moving closer to John’s business in Hillsboro.


At his suggestion, they collaborated on plans to construct what would be the first brick home built in Montgomery County. Completed in 1827, the Homestead became a landmark of hospitality to travelers as well as a spacious residence. Yet, the decor was modest, as the Tillsons apparently attempted to tone down their wealth, living below their means to avoid upsetting their neighbors. In Christiana’s own words the space was “meekly furnished to serve the demands of comfort and to avoid the censure and envy of the multitude.”


Slavery was a hot topic, especially in southern Illinois where much of the population had roots in slave states. When Illinois was awarded statehood in 1818, it was designated a free state, although those who owned slaves already were permitted to retain them either as indentured servants or as slaves. The law was complicated and, as Yankees, the Tillsons viewed the concept quite negatively. It is ironic, then, that the Tillsons became slave owners, albeit in a roundabout way.


One of John’s business associates named Mr. McLaughlin owned two indentured slaves and asked if John might be interested in purchasing them. Otherwise, he intended to sell them in New Orleans. John enjoyed Lucy’s cooking and was always kind to Caleb, but he declined the offer, never anticipating that within weeks he would be inadvertently harboring Lucy and Caleb as runaways.


It was in the early morning when, following her daily routine, Christiana arose to begin cooking breakfast. Opening the kitchen door, she entered the room and nearly stepped on two “specimens of humanity stretched horizontally, covering almost the entire vacant space on our small kitchen floor.” Those specimens were Lucy and Caleb. Taken aback at the sight, Christiana called for John, who immediately recognized the urgent faces in front of him. Proper protocol required that John immediately contact their owner, which he did by letter.


Lucy and Caleb asked John Tillson to reconsider keeping them on, and it just so happened that the timing of their request made him agreeable. He was aware that his wife had become overwhelmed with daily tasks. Christiana was exhausted and suffering an unknown illness that caused her hair to fall out. Now a mother, a business assistant for her husband, a store clerk, and a cook for workmen who boarded with them, she also realized that she needed help. When Mr. McLaughlin arrived with a second proposal that would convey ownership of Lucy and Caleb to the Tillsons, the idea was distasteful, yet it was a solution to ease her burden. By way of explanation, Christiana wrote:


Nothing but dire necessity could have induced us to the course we pursued in taking them.… It was no small consideration with me, worn down as I was.… Still it was slavery—the price of blood—that haunted me.


She also felt that it was a way of saving Lucy and Caleb from an uncertain future:
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