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“A touching, well-researched story of the love shared between a prolific author and Victorian lady in the Rocky Mountains and the renegade trapper who helped her realize her dream of climbing Longs Peak.”


—New York Times best-selling author of Give Your Heart to the Hawks, Win Blevins


“Thank you Chris Enss, for this marvelous introduction to Isabella Bird, an English lady who refused to let unremitting pain keep her from exploring the American West. Isabella was a prolific writer whose reports on all she saw and experienced brought admirers from across the world to bask in the wonders of Colorado and the Rocky Mountains. Americans today will gain greater appreciation for our country, seeing it through this woman’s eyes even as she fell in love with a crusty, drink-riddled mountain man. Enss, a prolific and engaging writer in her own right, beautifully brings this woman to life.”


—Two-time Western Writers of America Spur Award winner, Carol Crigger


“A delightful account of the peregrinations of Isabella Bird, footloose nineteenth-century English travel and inspirational writer. She documented journeys in Britain and the Pacific, finally ending in Colorado, where she befriended legendary Rocky Mountain Jim Nugent. Her wanderlust later took her to Asia and north Africa. If you don’t know Isabella Bird’s story, you’re in for a treat. A good read by Chris Enss, a perennial winner.”


—Spur Award finalist and Will Rogers Medallion winner, Harlan Hague
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Foreword



It is absolutely fitting that the first book to cover the time that Isabella Bird spent in the Rocky Mountains is written by a distinguished American author who is the leading expert on the subject of Women in the Old West. Her knowledge and experience reveals the true story of Isabella Bird’s time in Colorado. Even more appropriately, Chris Enss shares a way of telling a story which Isabella Bird would recognize and very much approve of. Always entertaining and full of life, her words provide a rich insight into the lives of those people who make up the American West—the great and the good and also the stories of ordinary folk whose lives were often just as daring and heroic.


When Isabella Bird visited Colorado in 1873, the experience would change her life forever and would also have a profound effect on the Rocky Mountains. In her letters to home, she described a landscape of such beauty and wonder—the wildness, the wildlife, but most of all a land of adventure. She made it real, describing the courageous people she met who endured all kinds of discomfort and harsh living conditions to carve out a life on the land and make the mountains their home.


Her letters were edited and first published in a magazine, The Leisure Hour, and then in her book A Lady’s Life in the Rocky Mountains and they were immediately popular. She had the ability to write prose that was page-turning as well as entertaining, thrilling, and informative. Her writing excited both the armchair reader and those souls brave enough to risk all for the chance of a new life and adventures in Colorado. Her audience was eager to read about life, as it was lived in the Rockies, from rounding up cattle to riding through blizzards so cold that tears froze her eyelids together. The first edition of A Lady’s Life in the Rocky Mountains was published in 1879 with a print run of 2,060 copies. It completely sold out in its first year and was immediately reprinted. It remained in print throughout her life and continued to pay her royalties at a very favorable rate of two-third until her death in 1904. Her book acted as an advertisement for the American West, encouraging travel to a land full of hope and adventure.


The unedited letters to her sister are more candid than those published and reveal her need for money and the true situation in which Isabella and her younger sister, Henrietta, found themselves. They had been raised as gentlewomen in strict Victorian English society, where marriage (to a suitable man) and childbearing was expected. Any form of work, unless charitable, was frowned upon. Family money was entailed away to the male line, and this was the exact predicament Isabella faced. As a single woman, approaching middle age, she depended on meagre diminishing funds, which would have to support her in old age. The royalties and fees she earned through her writing provided a vital source of income.


She wrote with astonishment to her sister that all women in America worked. She described how they kept house and did their own housework; there was no shame attached to manual work! How ill-prepared and helpless she was when she first arrived in Hawaii, not even able to work the American cooking stove, but she was a quick learner. By the time she had reached the Rockies she could keep house, clean, scrub and sweep, cook batches of bread, bake cakes, churn butter, lasso horses, and drive cattle.


Isabella’s time in Colorado gave her a taste for life and a type of travel in landscapes which could be treacherous if not treated with respect. She had previously traveled in Hawaii, which was challenging, but journeys in the Rockies were on a different scale and awoke in Isabella Bird a passion for exploration. Here was where she learned how to travel as a woman on her own and when she finally left America, her carpet bag contained some additional items: a beaver fur jacket and a Sharps revolver loaded with ball cartridges, which would later accompany her on future travels.


—Deborah Ireland
Author and Curator, Royal Geographical Society
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Introduction



Of all the frontier women I’ve had the pleasure of researching and writing about, and I’ve written about more than a hundred women who impacted the American West, Isabella Bird will be the one I miss most of all. This book covers her adventures in the mountains of the western United States, which were a small part of her lifelong wanderings.


The courageous English lady began to satisfy her taste for travel at the age of twenty-two years. Her special field was the Orient, which she knew better than any of her masculine rivals.


Her method was to travel unattended, apart from natives, and she had few difficulties, except in China, where the Mongolian people hated foreigners of any kind. She penned numerous books about her time visiting various exotic locations throughout the world. Her descriptive style was admirable, far stronger, and more realistic than that of most authors who write travel books. Her books on Japan, the Malay Peninsula, the valley of Yangtze River, and Korea are standard reading for anyone wanting to know the history of those areas.


Isabella’s expeditions to the Far East came long after she decided to explore parts of America. She aspired to see the Rocky Mountains while struggling with a painful medical condition, which would have rendered others an invalid. She refused to let poor health define her and dared to travel to the rugged, Wild West in the early 1870s. In Colorado’s Estes Park, she defied convention and hired guides to escort her to Longs Peak, one of the highest mountain summits in the northern Front Range of the Rockies.


Isabella’s faith in God and knowledge of the Bible was the foundation in which she lived. She was no less shy about sharing her faith than she was in venturing to parts of the globe unaccompanied. She credited the Lord with helping to restore her health and never failed to thank Him or offer praise for the splendor of the world she saw firsthand. The gratitude Isabella had for the chance to see the beauty of Estes Park from a mountain top some 12,000 feet above, was expressed in the book she wrote entitled A Lady’s Life in the Rocky Mountains.


“I halted on a steep declivity,” she noted in her memoirs, “and below me, completely girdled by dense forests of pines, with mountains red and glorified in the sunset, rising above them, was Green Lake, looking like water, but in reality [sic] a sheet of ice two feet thick. From the gloom and chill below, I had come up into the pure air and sunset light, and the glory of the unprofaned works of God.”


Confined to a bed at her parent’s house in Yorkshire, the thought she’d ever be well enough to live a life that included a home of her own and a man who would deeply care for her seemed impossible. After bravely following a doctor’s directive to embark on a sea voyage, the possibility for romance presented itself. Isabella’s adventurous spirit and nerve attracted more than one suitor. She was particular and longed for a man who was bold and unique. Those qualities were found in a most unlikely character residing in a cluttered cabin in Estes Park.


Mountain Jim Nugent’s appearance was anything but refined. He was a trapper and hunter, unkempt; his clothes ragged and torn. He had a reputation as a violent individual, a drinker, and a renegade. Isabella saw beyond his imperfections to the heart of the man. A person who quoted great poets, sang Irish ballads, and who knew the Bible chapter and verse. Jim was the only one who didn’t view Isabella’s desire to climb Longs Peak as something a proper lady shouldn’t do. He agreed to act as guide to the summit and never criticized her for the goal she felt driven to achieve.


The graduation Isabella made from frail, British lassie to fearless women sojourner is inspiring. Armed with little more than a parasol and a Bible, Isabella Bird explored areas of Colorado few women, apart from Native American women, had seen. Jim extended the utmost courtesy to Isabella and, along with her borrowed horse seventeen hands high, the trio withstood blinding sleet, powerful winds, and deep snowdrifts to encounter the majesty of the canyons and valleys and feast their eyes on glorious sunsets. In the process, Isabella discovered a fierce calling to tour other uncharted regions. Also, her relationship with Mountain Jim proved she was capable of falling in love and worthy of being loved in return.


It’s unfortunate that Isabella’s feats in the virtually unsettled Rockies in 1873 isn’t better known. I found myself asking why so much has been written about Calamity Jane and Buffalo Bill Cody and so little on the accomplishments of Isabella Bird. Of course, Isabella didn’t see herself as not getting the press she merited. She wrote in her memoirs during her days at Estes Park that “the newspapers, with their intolerable personality, have made me and my riding exploits so notorious, that travelers speak courteously to me when they meet me on the prairie, doubtless wishing to see what sort of monster I am!”


Isabella was charming and her time with Mountain Jim was matchless and enchanting. Both will stay with me long after I’ve written the last sentence in the last chapter of their adventure.





Chapter 1

An English Woman in America


A heavy snow blanketed Hotel Interlaken in Switzerland in early September 1874. The spectacular mountains surrounding the country’s oldest lodge were awash with light from a brilliant sun rising slowly over the peaks. That same light tried desperately to break through the dark curtains covering the massive ornately designed windows of English sojourner Isabella Bird’s room. The petite, forty-seven-year-old woman was reclining on a plush upholstered sofa. She had fallen asleep, but it was a fitful sleep. She tossed from side to side, mumbling and crying.1


Suddenly Isabella awoke and sat up straight. There, standing before her, was Jim Nugent, a broad, thickset man of medium height with golden, shoulder length hair that framed his handsome but scarred face. The scars were the result of an altercation with a grizzly bear. He was missing an eye, but the one that remained was blue-gray. He was smooth-shaven, except for a dense mustache. Jim wore a low crown hat, fur-trimmed sack coat, and cloth breeches. Isabella was taken aback by his presence in her room. She knew it couldn’t be possible because Jim was in Colorado where she had left him more than seven months prior. Their goodbye had been a tearful one with Jim vowing the pair would meet again.2
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Figure 1.1 Isabella Bird.


Source: The Denver Public Library, Western History Collection Z-75.





Isabella couldn’t look away. She was a bit frightened, but happy to see the man who had been such an important part of her life, and she almost smiled. His eyes were fixed on her. The pair watched one another for several moments before Jim slowly and distinctly announced to Isabella, “I have come as I promised.” He then waved to her and said, “Farewell.” Tears welled in Isabella’s eyes. She’d missed Jim terribly, and their brief encounter wasn’t enough to satisfy her longing.3


It didn’t seem to Isabella she had dreamed seeing Jim. She’d had dreams before of being reunited with her parents or visiting far-off lands she’d yet to explore, and this was different. She believed Jim had come to her. He had longed to be with her again and willed himself to materialize. Just how it could be she didn’t know, but she was sure what she had experienced was real.4


Shortly after a hotel staff member brought Isabella’s breakfast to her room the itinerant author sat down to record the event. Jim Nugent had been a most unlikely companion, and their pairing, should it have evolved to anything permanent, would have been quite the scandal in Yorkshire, England, where she called home. Leaving Jim behind in America to return home in January 1874 proved to be more heartbreaking than Isabella had imagined. She was despondent and lonely. Unable to cast off her depression, she traveled to Switzerland in hopes that a long rest at the Hotel Interlaken would help raise her plummeting spirits.5


Isabella drew back the curtains in her room and surveyed the lofty mountains in the near distance. The view was reminiscent of the one she had shared with Jim at the base of Longs Peak. She remembered thinking at the time that although the pair were not in Eden, the setting possessed all the primary characteristics of that first garden. Isabella believed that if she could adequately describe in writing the extraordinary scene and the compelling company who occupied her time, she could relive their meeting again and again. She also hoped the process would conjure Jim’s spirit to make continual visits.6
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Figure 1.2 James “Mountain Man” Nugent.


Source: The Denver Public Library, Western History Collection C69–5ART.





Born in Boroughbridge, Yorkshire, England, on October 15, 1831, to Reverend Edward Bird and his wife, Sunday school teacher Dora Lawson, Isabella Lucy (named after her two grandmothers) was expected to assume the traditional life of the daughter of a clergyman. She would care for her parents and younger sister, marry a fellow member of the church, and perhaps venture on a mission trip or two. Leaving England as a single woman to travel the world ran counter to British society’s expectations of a proper, upper-middle-class lady.7


From the age of two, living with her parents in Maidenhead, a large market town in Berkshire, England, Isabella was taught the Word of God and witnessed her father ministering to numerous soldiers with the British Empire. Reverend Bird suffered with poor health and was forced to leave his ministry in Maidenhead and move to Tattenhall in Cheshire. It was while in Cheshire that Isabella’s sister Henrietta was born.8


The Birds enjoyed life in the country. The sisters learned to ride at an early age, becoming expert equestrians by the time they were ten. Their mother often accompanied the pair on horseback outings and taught the girls to observe and appreciate every feature of the countryside. “When we rode, she made me tell her about the crops in such-and-such fields, whether a waterwheel were undershot, or overshot, and how each gate we passed through was hung, about animals seen and parishioners met,” Isabella recalled later in her life. From those rides, Isabella learned to measure distance and space with her eyes, to note each season’s signs, to look for changes in the crops, and to know their purpose.9


Friends and family described Isabella as a “curious youth who liked to read, but who suffered with debilitating back problems.” She was a fragile, pale creature who tired easily. Her parents were overly protective of their daughters and made sure they enjoyed a generous helping of outdoor activities to ward off melancholy and disease.10


According to Isabella’s friend and biographer, Stoddart, Isabella was fearless as a child and never suffered from shyness. She could be sarcastic and confrontational. “She was not more than six years old when she challenged a politician seeking support from the constituents in Tattenhall,” Stoddart wrote. The candidate introduced himself to Reverend Bird, accompanied by both Isabella and Henrietta, who was out and about visiting members of his church. The man was overly friendly, and Isabella immediately thought he was not to be trusted. He shook Henrietta’s little hand and “expressed his admiration of the lovely child.” Without missing a beat, Isabella marched up to the politician and asked sincerely if the man had told her father her sister was pretty just to get the reverend’s vote?11


From Tattenhall, the Birds were sent to serve at a church in Birmingham in the West Midlands, England. More than a thousand people attended the church where workers were in short supply. When she was fourteen years old, Isabella’s father recruited her to be a Sunday school teacher to girls her own age. The older women who were called upon to be a part of the staff at Reverend Bird’s parish shared with the minister how capable Isabella was at handling the students. They reported she won both their attention and respect. Confident in the material, Isabella was able to convey the message in a clear, concise way that all could understand, and many were often moved to tears by her presentation.12


Reverend Bird believed Isabella was destined to be used by the Lord for a mighty purpose. In addition to teaching Bible study, she also led worship—singing, playing the organ, and directing the choir. Isabella took her religious duties seriously and seldom missed a service. She walked to church from her family’s home, and some days the walk would be difficult because of her back pain and the abscesses that grew on her feet and base of her spine. She never complained about her infirmities, but there were times her sister or trusted church members would find her sitting alone crying, the discomfort being so overwhelming.13


Scarlet fever struck the Bird family in late 1847. Reverend Bird contracted the illness while visiting with members of his parish. He brought the infection home, and Henrietta came down sick with the fever. Dora cared for her husband in one room of the home, and Isabella looked after her sister in another. Henrietta recovered quickly, but Reverend Bird was forever weakened by the disease. He was forced to resign from his church, and the Birds moved again. They relocated to Eastbourne, a seaside community on the south coast of England.14


Isabella was sixteen years old and trying to find her way in the county of East Sussex. She was exceptionally well read. Not only was she well versed in the Gospel but also was she a student of fine literature and political commentary. She didn’t care for the kinds of books most students her age were required to read. She gravitated to the works of Maria Edgeworth and Elizabeth Hamilton. “From the beginning, her mind fastened on the actual and grew robust on the strongest food,” Anna Stoddard wrote in 1903. “Her vigorous imagination finding scope, and to spare, in real events, whether past or present, and preferring the miracles of Moses, and the wilderness-march of his people, to all the sentimental and educational feigning of that day.”15


Isabella enjoyed reading and writing about political issues. England had been wrestling with the issue of free trade versus protectionism. Isabella had studied the subject and formed her own opinion. She was in favor of protectionism. She wrote extensively about her position and decided to share her written thoughts with others. Her first published work was on that topic. “One view holds it should be made easy for goods and services to move between countries, and another is that trade should be restricted,” Isabella wrote in her paper Free Trade vs. Protectionism. “This should be done to protect certain jobs and industries with the idea that something could go wrong; in order that our country’s industry cannot and will not be so severed.” Critics praised the paper as “insightful,” “bold,” and “remarkable coming from the pen of a child.”16


Although Isabella’s mind was bright and agile, her body was anything but. Among the ailments she noted she was struggling with were “neuralgia, pain in my bones, prickling like pins and needles in my limbs, excruciating nervousness, exhaustion, inflamed eyes, sore throat, and swelling of the glands behind each ear.” Conventional British medicine of the day failed to alleviate her suffering.17


In the autumn of 1848, Lady Olivia Sparrow, daughter of the Earl of Gosford, visited the Birds and presented Reverend Bird with an opportunity to take responsibility for a small parish at Wyton in Huntingdonshire. Not long after accepting the position, Reverend Bird was installed as minister of St. Margaret’s Church. With a river situated nearby, the home where Isabella and her family moved was cozy. She spent a great deal of time outdoors with her sister in this idyllic setting. The pair took long carriage rides and rowed along the water’s edge in a canoe.18
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Figure 1.3 The location in Switzerland where Isabella was staying when Mountain Jim appeared to her.


Source: Library of Congress.





During one of her outings, Isabella made the acquaintance of Lady Jane Hay. Lady Jane was the daughter of the Marquess of Tweeddale and the niece of Lady Olivia Sparrow. Lady Jane was not the typical child of a royal house. She was outspoken, daring, and anxious to cast aside the notion that women of breeding were to be quiet and demure. It was Isabella’s friendship with Lady Jane that helped her realize her future could be more than the church and being a wife.19


Lady Jane’s boldness to defy convention made Isabella see it was possible to rise above her physical infirmities and expand her horizons to those things outside her father’s parish. Before meeting Lady Jane, it seemed to Isabella her health and family would define who she was and what she could do. Jane’s influence and own example brought about an enthusiasm for other people and experiences that Isabella never failed to embrace. If only her body would have cooperated as quickly as her new passion for life had taken hold.20


Isabella’s back problems escalated as the years passed until, at the age of eighteen, she was forced to undergo an operation to have fibrous tumors removed from her spine. Doctors speculated her condition would further improve if the family lived in a drier climate. In the summer of 1851, Reverend Bird left his duties at St. Margaret’s where he served, to escort his wife and daughters to the Scottish Highlands. The hope was the change in climate would restore Isabella to good health.21


When Isabella began to feel better, she ventured away from home on her own to explore England. She spent time in various locations reading, writing, and completing needlework projects. Although she enjoyed traveling, her health faltered. She struggled with insomnia and depression. During those long hours when sleep eluded her, she wrote articles about the Crimean War and life in Portsmouth, one of her favorite places to visit. She also penned lively letters to her sister Henrietta. Many of those letters were printed in a pamphlet and sold to raise money for those who needed food in West Highland.22


In early 1854, Isabella met with a specialist about her back problems and overall physical well-being. He prescribed a sea voyage. After discussing the matter with her parents, it was decided that Isabella should travel to Prince Edward Island to meet with her cousins (the Swabeys) who were going abroad. Isabella would accompany them on the journey. Reverend Bird gave his twenty-three-year-old daughter 100 pounds to fund her trip to Canada and the Americas. She could travel for however long the money lasted.23


In mid-June 1854, Isabella boarded the Royal Mail steamer Canada. According to the steamship’s brochure, the vessel was “commanded by navigators of acknowledged ability.” The booklet noted that all passengers would receive the “greatest amount of comfort” and would be furnished with “every modern improvement.”24


Isabella stood on the open deck of the steamship Canada and waved at her family below on the crowded pier. Although the farewell was a tearful one, the atmosphere was one of excitement and general giddiness. Isabella set sail brimming with confidence that when she returned from her trip, she would be free from the physical afflictions that had frustrated her. She planned to spend her time away writing about the issues of the day and all she would experience along the way from Halifax, Nova Scotia, and then Boston.25


Isabella noted in a letter to her sister that early on the journey she preferred to sit on the deck of the bow and watch the changing horizon and the massive ships that crawled by. While traveling along the River Mersey toward the open sea, the steamship Canada passed close to the Royal British Navy troopship Himalaya. Onboard the Himalaya were members of the Royal Scots Dragoon Guard. The Guard was en route to Crimea to challenge Russia for control of the area. For more than a year, Russia had been trying to gain control of the Black Sea and overtake Constantinople. If allowed to continue, the situation would threaten British commercial and strategic interests. In March 1854, England and France declared war on Russia. Isabella had been interested in the unrest in the region since Queen Victoria’s attempt to mediate a peaceful resolution between Russia, the Turks, and France in early 1853. Like many of her countrymen, she was outraged that Russia had engaged in a scheme of conquest over civilized nations.26
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Figure 1.4 Isabella traveled across the ocean on the steamer America.


Source: Library of Congress.





Upon passing the stern of the Himalaya, Isabella and the other men and women onboard Canada were treated to a military band playing the tune “Rule, Britannia!” The troops surrounding the musicians loudly cheered and waved their hats in the air. They were enthusiastic about what lay ahead and anxious to defend England’s position. Isabella applauded their courage and smiled at the soldiers as they drifted past. No one could foresee that most of the men would perish in the Crimean War along the northern shores of the Black Sea at the Battle of Balaclava.27


Once the steamer reached the ocean, the seven-day voyage to Halifax was routine and uneventful. Isabella settled nicely into her living quarters and busied herself writing. Seasickness was never an issue, and her appetite never wavered. In fact, she frequently referred to the meals served as being delicious. There were more than 170 passengers aboard, from almost every European country. Isabella enjoyed lounging on the deck watching her fellow travelers scurry from one end of the mail steamer to the other. She spent time with her relatives during the journey but was content to be by herself as well. Isabella was comfortable being alone and often commented in letters to Henrietta how preferable the condition was when “venturing into a new experience.”28


When she disembarked the steamer in Halifax, Nova Scotia, she was with her two cousins. The arrival of the steamship Canada was reported in the evening edition of the Cecil Whig on June 24, 1854.29 The weather was foggy, but Isabella was enchanted by the waterfront village—the sturdy lighthouse, the blue-gray sea, and the tiny, sheltered bay scattered with crab traps. For two days, Isabella explored the area, drinking in the ocean views and taking walks near the countless windswept craggy coves. The trio then took a stagecoach to the towns of Pictou and Truro. Pictou was a small farming community nestled in the lower part of the mouth of the St. Lawrence River.30


People of Scots-Irish descent resided in Truro, located northeast of Halifax. While touring the markets there, Isabella met a Highland woman named Nancy Stewart. Nancy struck up a conversation with her and invited the visitors to have a cup of tea at her home. While traveling to the Stewart’s cottage, the sojourners passed through a densely forested area where they learned about the Acadians, the indigenous people who lived among the trees. The Acadians were eventually driven from the land entirely. Isabella commented in her memoirs that the woods seemed haunted by the tortured souls. She also noted her cousins and Nancy had a lovely time discussing the history of the country and practicing Gaelic expressions.31


From Truro, the group pressed on to Charlottetown. When they reached the seaside city, news of a cholera epidemic was being reported by the church and civic leaders. Captain William Swabey, the cousin of Isabella’s father and a former British soldier who had moved to the area and become an influential member of the Liberal Party that governed the region, invited Isabella to take refuge from the outbreak at his home with his wife and daughter. She happily accepted his offer and settled in for what would be a six-week stay.32


All Nova Scotia was in a panic. It was determined that passengers from the ship Blanche, which had docked there in April, had brought the contagious disease with them. Residents were encouraged by the Board of Health to limit interaction with the public and remain in their homes. Isabella followed the directive and remained inside the Swabey home, keeping mostly to herself.33


Rumors that more than fifty people a day were dying from the disease added to the tensions between neighbors and family members. Fear of contracting cholera and frustration over the days of isolation made people argumentative and hostile. Isabella wrote to her sister about how long the crisis had lingered and how unpleasant the situation had become. “Quarrels, gossip, and mutual distraction characterized Nova Scotia’s social life,” she explained. Her saving grace was the time she spent with Donnuil Dhu, a gentleman from the Isle of Skye, who shared her interest in Scots-Irish folklore. Captain Swabey had introduced the pair to one another, and the two talked for hours about mythical creatures that lived in the Scottish Highland area in Loch Coruisk and of the great Celtic warrior Cu’ Chulainn.34


By late summer, the cholera crisis had passed, and Isabella was ready to continue with her trip. She boarded the steamship Canada with her cousins, and they set sail for Boston in August 1854. Isabella was complimentary of the captain, crew, and passengers she encountered during her voyage to America. She wrote Henrietta that all were incredibly kind and generous.35


Her time in Boston was brief, a mere two days. The stopover was simply a location to rest before traveling to Cincinnati. Isabella and her cousins stayed at the home of Bishop McIlvaine. The Episcopal minister was of Scottish descent and was friends with Reverend Bird. Letters from Reverend Bird to the bishop boasted that Isabella was well read and always eager to discuss books from poetry to public affairs. Bishop McIlvaine introduced her to the book Uncle Tom’s Cabin by Harriet Beecher Stowe. Published in 1852, the book depicted real life of slaves in the South. Isabella was moved to tears by the material. She and the bishop spent hours talking about the subject matter. She was convinced that Uncle Tom’s Cabin would help advance the emancipation cause and was surprised to learn many believed it would have the opposite effect. Bishop McIlvaine gave Isabella his copy of Uncle Tom’s Cabin, and she took it with her when she left Ohio bound for Chicago.36


The train ride across the prairie to Illinois was both exciting and uncomfortable for Isabella. Her back hurt, and she had trouble sitting for long periods of time. She found the scenery along the route spectacular. “I am refreshed by the beauty of those gardens of the God,” Isabella reported to her sister, “where great bands of colour [sic] marked the various prairie flowers—lilies, helianthus, cineraria, lupin, and euphorbia.”37


After a five-hour journey, she arrived in northwest Illinois and boarded a ferry that would take her to Rock Island, a small island in the Mississippi River. The three-mile cruise was pleasant, but the side trip was also short-lived. From Rock Island, Isabella and her relatives boarded another train that would take them 175 miles to Chicago. Just as she was settling in to concentrate on the scenery, the stranger seated next to her in the passenger car reached into her pocket and removed her purse. Isabella was aware of what he had done but didn’t call attention to his actions at the time. She noted in her memoirs later that the money in the purse was enough for “petty traveling needs.” It wasn’t the threat of losing her money that bothered her, but the fact that her luggage checks were inside the bag. She sat quietly, waiting and thinking about what to do next. It wasn’t until a porter entered the car to collect the luggage checks that she knew how to handle the situation. She stood up, smiled at the porter, and then pointed to the thief sitting next to her. “This gentleman has my checks,” she told the railroad employee. The thief was taken aback. Because Isabella had not reacted, he assumed she had no idea he had taken her purse. He was so rattled that he returned the bag to her.38
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