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FORWARD
What should one say to the reader about this book ahead of her –
is it fact or is it fiction? Beyond any doubt, it contains many elements of
both, and others that may or may not be fact; so it is with stories that have
been passed down from generation to generation within the family. Who
knows? The reader should, perhaps, approach these accounts with
skepticism - "Ha! There is no proof."**************** "Still - it may have
happened this way - probably did in some cases - it would seem." What is
one to say? We must view it as fiction, but there is, after all, much truth in
fiction too.
These stories come from many people, our ancestors, friends,
neighbors, parents and grandparents, cousins and brothers, sisters and
aunts. Where we could, we have tried to acknowledge the source, but this
is mostly impossible. Stories are told and retold, who told which one first?
We have tried to put these stories into the context of their time, by
including capsules of history as we went along. These accounts of history
are meant to be factual, but we invite the critical reader to examine the
history of those times for himself - we may have it wrong somewhere. It is
not easy to be sure about history anyway; as they say, it was often written
by the winners.
Our reader may wish to know how we came up with some of these
events that are presented as history; some of the books that we have
depended upon are listed below, so that she may look there and judge for
herself. One good source of a lot of information on many subjects has
been The Encyclopedia Americana. Another, that served us often, is the
series of eleven volumes written by Will and Ariel Durant, and entitled The
Story of Civilization'. There are many good books on the history of Ireland,
the third volume of G. M. Trevelyan's series on "England Under Queen
Anne", The Peace and the Protestant Succession, Includes a chapter on
Ireland that is very good, and Robert Kee's Ireland. A History and Cecil
Woodham-Smith's The Great Hunger are unforgettable accounts. On
some other subjects we have depended upon A· Cauldron of Witches by
Clifford Lindsey Alderman, The United States and China by John King
Fairbank, Hutterite Society, by John A. Hostetler, and Laura, by Donald
Zochert.
Much Dakota history may be gleaned from the publications of
papers presented at the annual "Dakota History Conference", which was
held at Dakota State College in Madison from 1968 until 1989, and at
Augustana College in 1990. A paper presented at the 12th annual
conference in 1980, entitled Immigration and Assimilation: A Case Study of

South Dakota Settlers, by Grant Anderson, was particularly of interest; we
should also make a special mention of Genevieve Fish's South Dakota
State University's "Singing Silo", which describes the Campanile donated
to the college by our cousin, Charlie Coughlin. A volume entitled Pioneer
pays in Lake County, edited by P. E. Tyrrell has also been useful.
There are, of course, many good books that discuss Dakota
history, and various aspects of it, in a more general way. Of these we
should perhaps mention History of South Dakota by Herbert S. Schell, and
Twenty Million Acres, "The Story of America's First Conservationalist,
William Henry Harrison Beadle," by Barrett Lowe. As will be apparent from
the text, newspaper accounts, land records and census rolls have also
been important in putting together what is offered here. We hope that it will
be of some interest to our family, to the descendants of the Dakota
pioneers, and to the public at large.

Bill McDonald
December, 1990

Copyright 1990 William J. McDonald.

Chapter 1
THE IRELAND BEGINNINGS
On a warm and sunny day in 1840, a pensive young lady walked
through a meadow overlooking the sea at Dungarvan, in County Waterford,
Ireland, and thought about life. She was 19, her childhood behind her. Life
had been good, her family loved her, her education by tutors and governesses
had been thorough and she knew that, barring riot or revolution, her parents
would probably expect to arrange a suitable marriage for her. Of course, she
also knew that riots, revolutions or other political disasters were very
possible, given the turbulent history of her country and the fact that the
Catholic majority was still suffering under the "penal laws" imposed
following the "Curse of Cromwell" and the triumph of William of Orange.
Beyond this, Ellen Whalen, who was destined to be my great grandmother, very definitely had a mind of her own. Within this slip of a girl was
hidden a highly Intelligent mind, an iron determination, a firm and deep
seated religious conviction and an unconquerable zest for life. The
chromosomes that she transmitted were to do much to shape the character
and ability of many generations of my family. Old records and maps show a
Prince Phelan, later Whalen, in Waterford County around Dungarvan and it
was perhaps from this family that she was descended.
As she wandered thoughtfully through the peaceful meadow that
day she was thinking about the future. Mostly, she was thinking about the
future because of a personable young man who was very much a part of the
present; Jerry Lyons lived nearby. His family was of a different social strata
than hers, but, to her young mind, he was a man who would be more able to
cope with the uncertain future ahead than would the more educated and
sheltered young men who her parents would be likely to consider as
prospective husbands for her. Jerry seemed to be undaunted by the greatest
challenge.
Because Ellen and her family were slight and fair, it was commonly
thought that they were descendants of the Norsemen (or "Danes") that
repeatedly invaded, plundered and pillaged Ireland, starting in the year 795
A.D., and for several centuries thereafter. Jerry, on the other hand, was very
much the Gaelic type, with broad shoulders, deep set eyes, rosy cheeks and
black hair. The Gaels themselves had been invaders, arriving in Ireland
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about 100 years before the time of Christ. Even then, Ireland already had a
long history of civilization, as is well documented with archaeological
evidence.
The Gaelic invasion was the last of many waves of invasion by
others and it made the most conspicuous and lasting mark on the character of
the people. The Gaelic civilization was Ireland, until the shock of the
invasion by the Norsemen 900 years later. During this time Ireland was not a
nation, as we would think of it, but a society of independent tribal kingdoms
of various sizes who lived by agriculture, while raiding and fighting among
themselves. The 400 year Roman occupation of England had little influence
on this Gaelic society, which shared a common language and code of law
(the Brehon Law). Oral poetry and music were also shared by all the tribes,
along with a common history derived from legend. This early pagan society
created, for a religious purpose, some structures that still stand on the hills of
Tara, but St. Patrick came in 432 A.D, and the pagan rites of the Gaels were
gone from Tara and Ireland after he finished his work. This change in
religion did nothing to diminish the Gaelic culture however, Ireland
flourished thereafter as a unique land that combined the best of the old with
the best of the new.
When the Roman Empire diminished and the Dark Ages oppressed
Europe, Ireland was a beacon of hope, learning and Christianity for a beleaguered continent. There was appalling slaughter, looting, and terror when the
Vikings came in thousands of open boats, but these warriors were eventually
absorbed into the Irish society and became a part of the Gaelic pattern of
warring kings. They became Irish themselves, by intermarriage and by
adopting the new land.

Ellen knew this history well, and much more of Irish history and the
Irish race as well. As she walked and thought that day she knew that her
heart wanted Jerry Lyons, not James, the man that her parents seemed to be
selecting for her. What she was really trying to decide, she told herself, was
if her heart was dictating to her head, or if her head wanted him as well. In
truth, one part of her wanted to avoid marriage altogether for a while. It
seemed to her that there were many things to see and do with her new found
adulthood before she became absorbed in marriage. On the other hand, a
wave of desperation seemed to sweep over her if she thought of a whole life
without Jerry. She knew that he was very interested in her, but her instincts
also told her that such a personable, happy and strong man was not apt to
stay single very long.
Her parents would not actually object to Jerry as a husband, in fact,
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they quite liked him, and her father and Jerry's father were involved in some
business together dealing with linen and flax. Her father had a great deal of
respect for Mr. Lyons, with his common sense, honesty and ability, and he
also greatly admired Jerry.
James, on the other hand, was a talented young man much sought
after by the young ladies of Waterford County, and by those of neighboring
Wexford, Kilkenny, Tipperary and Cork, as well. She knew that he would be
regarded as an excellent "catch" and she really did like him in many ways.
Unfortunately, he sometimes reminded her of her oldest brother John. John
was very taken with aristocratic manners and was given to going out for
walks on which he conducted himself with great dignity while wearing a silk
hat and carrying a cane. Her younger brother Pearce (Pearie) was about 11
and regarded these performances with great, and inadequately concealed,
amusement. When he and Ellen were alone, Pearie liked to mimic John's
performance in a way that broke through Ellen's usual reserve; the pair of
them would nearly collapse with laughter. Pearie was her favorite, and his
death or disappearance years later in Chicago was to be one of the greatest
tragedies in her life.
To give James his due, he was a fine athlete and scholar and had
developed all the social and business graces that he would need to be a
success if the world went well. His ancestry was of yet another source of
Irishmen, the Normans. It may seem contradictory to describe these English
Normans as a source of Irishmen, but history writes its own record and we
can only read it.
After the Viking invasions, the Invasion by the Normans was the
next great Influence of the outside world on Ireland. The Norman invaders
came across the sea from Wales and landed, on May 1, 1170, near what is
now Baginbun, in Wexford, not far from the spot where Ellen was carrying
on her musing. They were soldiers of an English baron, the Earl of
Pembroke, known as Strongbow, and were there by invitation. The Irish
King of Leinster was involved in one of the interminable local wars that
plagued the land, and found himself getting rather the worst of it, so he asked
for help from across the Irish Sea. His thought was that knights in armor,
supported by archers, might make short work of his Irish adversaries, with
their slings and stones.
Strongbow was more than accommodating, he not only helped the
king, and he also married his daughter and later became King of Leinster
himself. Following this, the King of England, Henry II, Intervened to control
Strongbow, who seemed to be getting a bit out of hand. Although Henry II
did not come primarily to subdue the Irish, this was the beginning of the
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English presence in Ireland, a presence that still continues today, 800 years
later.
The Normans were a ruthless group with a superior military
technology and the effect of their presence spread through most of Ireland.
They made treaties with some tribes, defeated others, seized land and castles
and built huge new castles to protect their gains. These adventurers were
after land and wealth; t.hey really gave only lip service to the King of
England. Soon, however, they also became absorbed into the system, joined
in the tribal wars, intermarried, adopted Irish language, customs and laws,
and finally became "more Irish than the Irish themselves." England made
many efforts to stop this process, but without much success. The area
actually under English control shrank to a small area around Dublin known
as the "Pale." Most of the Norman-Irish barons "beyond the Pale" gave only
the merest lip service to the King of England.
The situation 350 years after the Norman invasion was described by
a state paper of Henry VIII in 1515 as follows:
More than 60 countries called regions inhabited with the King's
Irish enemies - where reigneth more than sixty chief captains
wherein some called themselves kings, some princes, some dukes,
some archdukes that liveth only by the sword and obeyeth unto no
other temporal person - and everyone of the said captains maketh
war and peace for himself -- Also there be thirty great captains of
the English folk that follow the same Irish order -- and everyone of
them maketh war and peace for himself without any licence of the
King.
Even at this time Ireland was not, in any sense, a country. It was a
land where nearly a hundred warring tribes made their home while England
controlled a small area around Dublin (the Pale), and laid a half-hearted
claim to all of the Island. This claim arose almost accidentally from Henry
II's effort to whip Strongbow into line three centuries earlier. There was no
feeling of an Irish national entity and the people were a conglomerate of the
Norman, the Viking and the Gaelic invaders, and a few remaining
descendants of the earlier people.
Starting in about 1550, the English set out in earnest to subdue
Ireland, to bring it under control and end the "anarchy." The first onslaught
was carried out under Henry VIII's daughter, Elizabeth I, who took the
throne in 1558. The English took the attitude that the Irish were barbarians,
they were said to live like beasts and be more uncivil, uncleanly and more
barbarous than were the people of any other part of the known world.
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Unprecedented savagery was used against Norman, Viking, and Gaelic Irish
alike; the approach was much like that used by the Spanish Conquistadors in
South America. Sir Humphrey Gilbert, one of Elizabeth I's deputies, used a
technique where the heads of all the Irish killed during a day were cut off
and laid along both sides of the path to his tent, to be viewed by all the Irish
who were made to walk this path between the heads of their dead fathers,
brothers, children, kinsfolk and friends.
As often occurs there was some objection, by people at home in
England, to the methods used. A former deputy, Sir James Croft denounced
these "unexpert captains and soldiers that hath slain and destroyed as well
the unarmed as the armed, even to the plowmen that never bore weapons,
extending cruelty to all ages, from the babe in the cradle to the decrepit
aged," The poet Spenser added his voice to this protest after he observed the
campaigns in Munster saying "out of every corner of the woods and glens
they came creeping forth on their hands for their legs would not bear them.
They looked anatomies of death; they spoke like ghosts crying out from their
graves." The Earl of Leicester, however, said that "savages and those rural
rascals are only by force and fear to be vanquished."
For those of us who live now, it is impossible to read these accounts
without thoughts of Mai Lai and Lt. Calley, of the first "battle" of Wounded
Knee and of many more such atrocities carried on in the name of war.
Indeed, these are but small potatoes compared to the ravages of modern war
on civilian populations. There is perhaps a line between a legitimate military
objective and the slaughter of civilians but that line is often very hard to
draw in modern warfare, it is perhaps equally hard to draw whenever an
invading army faces a guerilla force. Beyond this, there is a strong element
within the human race that loves to kill and torture his fellow man, and a war
situation often provides some semblance of a justification. Often the killer
can use the military organization and discipline to strengthen his hand many
fold, or many thousand fold, by virtue of his position.
At any rate, despite several notable temporary victories for the
Irish, the method eventually succeeded for Elizabeth and her supporters, as it
has for many others. By the end of her reign, Ireland was, for the first time,
pretty well under English control. The side effects were many and far
reaching. Irish hatred of England has not totally subsided to this day. For the
first time a sense of an Irish nation began to emerge as the desperate tribes
joined in hatred of the enemy. The tribes already shared much common
blood and culture and this contributed to some emerging sense of an Irish
nation.
History has seen many other Instances where a relatively small
force, well trained, equipped and organized can conquer a much larger
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population, tribe by tribe or city by city, if a coordinated defense is not
mounted. When Genghis Kahn invaded Russia, he went from city to city.
Each city tried to defend itself, but his force was large, effective, and able to
overwhelm the defenses while suffering few casualties. They then killed the
inhabitants, looted the city and moved on to the next, killing nearly half of
the population of Russia In a two year campaign. This lesson, taught again
by Elizabeth I, was not totally lost on the Irish who survived. Old habits are
hard to break but there was an effect which tended to cause a closer
association of the Normans with the Gaelic and Viking Irish.
Another very far reaching side effect came out of this almost by
accident. During this time, England was going through the Reformation,
which made England Protestant and made the English king head of the
church. Officially, this Included Ireland, but in a practical sense it did not
spread to Ireland. Elizabeth did not push it there, partly because she had
enough other problems already and partly because of fear that a Catholic
power, like Spain, might decide to take a hand In Ireland. The result was a
Protestant England and a Catholic Ireland. This did much to sever any
remaining loyalty that the Norman Irish might feel for England, and
provided a most powerful rallying cry for an Irish nation in later years.
If we attempt to sit in judgment of the actions of the English during
these times we should do so in the perspective of actions taken by the
military forces of other nations in these and earlier times, and compare these
actions to the actions of the English in Ireland. If we do this we quickly find
that the English did nothing that hasn't been routinely done by hundreds and
hundreds of conquering armies throughout history, whether they be from
Egypt, Greece, India, China, Rome, Spain, France, Norway, Germany, or
wherever. The Irish hatred for the English arose, not because England did it,
but because England did it to them. If we look for revulsion against these
tactics on humanitarian grounds, rather than from self interest, we need to
look elsewhere. For the most part, history teaches us, we also look in vain.
Be all this as it may, the final defeat came at Kinsale In County
Cork on Christmas Eve of the year 1601, and this marks the end of the old
Gaelic Ireland. Now, as Ellen pondered these things 240 years later, there
was no thought that James was not an Irishman. He was an Irishman
descended from the Normans, she from the Vikings and Jerry from the
Gaels, but all were Catholic, all spoke Gaelic, all were once invaders, and all
were (now) Irish. As the history of the years after 1600 will show, the group
closed at that time. The people who immigrated into Ireland after 1600
formed a different group, and these two groups have never merged. Therein
lies the tragedy that still plagues Ireland. Much had happened after 1601
until Ellen's time and much has happened since, but the problem remains.
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After the defeat of Hugh O'Neill at Kinsale the English sought to
colonize Ireland with a well financed effort from London. The Irish Society
was set up to colonize (civilize?) Ireland, the organization was similar to the
Virginia Society in America. The idea was to displace the native population
from an area round Derry (renamed Londonderry), in the north, and transfer
the land to settlers from England and Scotland. Like many government
schemes, it only partly worked, primarily because the native population was
needed as laborers and rent payers. The result was that the colonists, instead
of being secure in an English community, were scattered among the native
population and lived in fear of their lives (with good reason, as we shall see).
At the same time this was going on, a privately financed Scottish
settlement was started near present day Belfast, not far away. This settlement
grew more rapidly than did the government colony at Derry. The upshot of
all of this was that a Protestant community grew in Northern Ireland. It was
more Presbyterian than Anglican because of the greater success of the Scots,
and this was Important since the King of England was head of the Anglican
Church. These communities were not separated from the Catholics, but
closely intermingled.
On September 23, 1641, the worst fears of the Protestant settlers
were realized as the Catholics attacked these settlers, and other Protestants
throughout Ireland, to gain the return of their lands. The initial assaults were
primarily by the Gaelic Irish, but the "English Irish" (Normans) joined In as
the conflict grew, It ended up largely as a Catholic vs. Protestant donnybrook
that did much to strengthen the distinction of a Catholic Ireland vs. a
Protestant England. Atrocities were committed on both sides. These have
lost nothing in the telling over the intervening years, and most were
committed as a result of a wild lack of discipline rather than as polley.
Nevertheless, some of the actions taken by the Catholics, most notably the
one on the bridge at Portadown, are legend In Northern Ireland. Accounts of
Portadown are carried on banners through Belfast during parades, to this
day.
At Portadown about a hundred Protestant men, women and children
were robbed of their possessions, and even of their clothes, and then taken to
the bridge and forced or thrown over the side Into the Icy water below.
Those who did not drown directly were shot or beaten to death as they
attempted to swim ashore or were battered down with oars from boats in the
water. Many other similar and worse actions were reported. Some of the
reports are of doubtful truth, but many are verified and historians now
estimate that as many as 12,000 Protestant men, women and children were
killed or died in the early days of the 1641 rebellion. Ireland had become two
nations in one land. The Christianity that replaced the pagan rites at Tara
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under St. Patrick had split asunder, and had become the basis for enduring
enmity and war. The man who was to do so much to further that process was
to arrive in Ireland by the end of the decade, his name was Oliver Cromwell.
Although Cromwell's military actions at Drogheda and at Wexford
have burned these names into Irish history, it was his later land appropriation
action that was to be known as the .Curse of Cromwell." At Drogheda he
killed most of the military garrison who lived to be captured, and much of
the civilian population as well. According to his own report, no priest was
left alive and "I think we put to the sword altogether about 2000 men." This
phrase is a good example of a military phraseology which clothes the most
gruesome acts with an appearance of dignity. In this particular case, the real
nature of the action can be better guessed at by noting the fate of the garrison
commander, Sir Arthur Aston, who was beaten to death with his own
wooden leg. A peculiar irony arose independently, in later years after
Cromwell's death, when his remains were dug up from their resting place,
and his head was used by soldiers as a football in Westminster Hall, until
rescued by an English clergyman.
Cromwell stormed Wexford in 1644 while it was negotiating
surrender and thousands were killed, including hundreds of women and
children, who died in a frenzy of killing in the market place. This action was
apparently a result of lack of discipline rather than policy. After his victory
Cromwell dispossessed the Irish land owners in eastern Ireland and forced
them to move to the poorer country west of the Shannon River. The peasants
were retained to furnish labor, and the land was divided among Cromwell's
soldiers and financial supporters. Things grew worse .steady by jerks" in
ensuing years so that, by 1714, only 7% of the land in Ireland was owned by
Catholics.
Still another series of events in England was to further widen the
gap between the Protestant settlement in Northern Ireland and the rest of
Ireland. The Catholics briefly regained the throne of England and then the
Catholic king, James II, was to be again replaced by a Protestant, William of
Orange, in 1688. Rumors spread in Londonderry when the military force
there was about to be changed, and it was discovered that the new garrison
coming in was a Catholic regiment. James was still king and Londonderry
was in a quandary, they would be in revolt against their king if they
attempted to resist the new regiment when it came to occupy the town. Some
thought it would be suicide to admit the regiment; others thought it would be
madness for the citizens of the city to attempt to exclude the royal troops
from the royal garrison. By the time the regiment appeared before the gates
of the city an official decision had been made to not interfere with the
transfer of troops in the garrison. The citizens of the city did not abide by
this decision and the gates of the city were slammed shut In the face of the
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royal troops. The commander of the old garrison, Lt. Col. Robert Lundy,
prepared to surrender the city but was forced to abandon the plan and run for
his life. The term "Lundy" has ever since been used in Northern Ireland to
describe any Protestant who weakens in any way in the "stand" against the
Catholics.
A siege of the town was eventually undertaken by the poorly
equipped Catholic regiment and a somewhat half hearted effort to lift the
siege was made by William of Orange. The siege, although unsuccessful, did
cause a great deal of suffering, the people of the city were reduced to eating
dogs and cats, and suffered widespread sickness. The forces of William of
Orange finally got their act together and succeeded in breaking the siege
when a naval force broke through a boom across the River Foyle. Following
this they injected other land forces, had victories at the Battle of Boyne, and
all Catholic armies in Ireland surrendered at Limerick in 1691.
These events still live in Belfast. The victory of Protestant over
Catholic, Orange over Green, is as important to the popular mind now as it
was then. The tradition is that an aroused city had to, and still has to, deal not
only with a Catholic "enemy", but with hesitant support from England as
well; and that the answer lies in adopting a totally uncompromising and
aggressive attitude towards all. However self-serving this view of history
may have become in the Intervening years, it, and the "no surrender" slogan,
have defied all efforts to bring peace to Ireland.
These events were already a hundred and fifty years old that day, as
Ellen Whalen was making the transition from childhood, to take her place as
an adult in the country that had evolved from these and subsequent events in
Ireland. The .penal laws" mentioned at the outset of this story, were actually
enacted after the triumph of William of Orange and the establishment of the
Reformation in Ireland. These laws were aimed at gradually eliminating the
Catholic Church from Ireland by imposing severe handicaps on all Catholics.
Catholics were permitted to worship as Catholics, but all church property
was given to the Protestant Church. As a result, Catholic services were held
out of doors for most of a century. Priests were allowed to remain if they
registered with the government, but Friars, Bishops, and higher officials
were banned. Catholics could not hold any office of state or practice law.
Most importantly, Catholics could not buy land. When a Catholic
landowner died, if one of his children had turned Protestant, that child could
get all the land to the exclusion of brothers and sisters. After 50 years of this,
only 5% of the land remained In Catholic hands. Enforcement of the purely
religious aspects of the penal laws proved to be impractical and the church
survived. Many humorous incidents arose from the widespread practice of
winking at some aspects of these penal laws, but taken as a whole they were
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anything but a joke. One eventual result was to strengthen the Catholic
Church In the eyes of the majority of the people in Ireland. Another was that
the Catholics eventually withdrew almost completely from any role in
politics and left the field to the Protestants. Most Catholics lived in abject
poverty but a few made fortunes in trade. Even these, however, took no part
in politics; politics became the realm of the Protestants, many of whom had
arrived in Ireland quite recently, and Protestants manned the Irish
Parliament.
Strangely enough, it was this group that first began to agitate for an
Irish nation, independent of the English parliament but loyal to the king.
They succeeded in this in 1782, but the result turned out to have limited
Importance because the king’s ministers succeeded in retaining practical
control of both parliaments. When the French Revolution took place in 1789,
this news had a profound effect on Ireland. An organization to unite the
Catholics and Protestants into one nation, and to reform the Irish Parliament
to make it truly independent of England, was founded, mainly by the
Presbyterians from Belfast, it was called the Society of United Irishmen.
This organization later went underground, secured French assistance, and a
large French invasion of Ireland at Bantry Bay was defeated only by the
weather.
The Society for United Irishmen gained a good deal of support
among the Catholics, and its leaders eventually attempted to organize a full
scale national rebellion for all of Ireland. Some secret societies, which had
formed among the Catholics to protect the peasants from the worst of their
landlords by terrorizing the landlords, were then quite strong but nonpolitical
in Ireland, and the United Irishmen enlisted these societies on their side.
After the abortive French Invasion the English government became very
concerned. They succeeded in planting Informers in the United Irishmen and
arrested most of the leadership in one swoop in March of 1798, while John
Adams was President of the United States.
Following this, the English set in motion a campaign to search out
all of those involved in the conspiracy by means of wholesale torture.
Flogging, the standard military punishment of the day, was the mainstay, a
triangle of wooden posts was set up in the town square, the nearest Irishman
was grabbed and tied to it, and he was whipped until he talked or died. An
eyewitness account describes a typical incident as follows:
There was no ceremony in choosing victims, the first to hand did well
enough. They were stripped naked, tied to a triangle and their flesh
cut without mercy. And though some stood the torture to the last gasp
sooner they became informers, others did not and one single informer
in the town was enough to destroy all of the United Irishmen in it.
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There are descriptions of flesh torn in lumps from the body and of the baring
of bones and even internal organs by these floggings. Thousands of arrests
were made and large quantities of arms were confiscated.
An attempt at rebellion was made anyway, but it was put down with
great losses to the Catholic peasants. During this brief uprising in 1798 the
United Irishmen forces, little more than a mob at this point, committed a
number of atrocities upon Protestant men, women and children, such as
locking 200 of them into a barn and burning it down. This took place in spite
of the fact that this was supposed to have been a national rebellion by all
Irishmen against the English, and was started by the Irish Protestants in the
first place. Again, the great bulk of the suffering and dying was done by the
Catholic peasants, but again they ran amok with the senseless slaughter of
some mainly innocent Protestant bystanders.
Much of the activity described above, including the disastrous
"Battle of Vinegar Hill," took place in the county of Wexford, which is the
county to the north of Waterford, Ellen's home. At this time, (1798), Ellen's
parents were young children growing up in Waterford so these events were
very much in their consciousness. This episode pretty well put an end to
efforts to combine the Catholics and the Protestants in Ireland to form a
united nation. The cause for a nation came to be taken up by the Catholics
while the Protestant minority, who had the best of things economically and
politically, came to think that their best bet was to stick with England.
By the time that Ellen was born in 1821, a great Catholic
spokesman for the cause of Irish nationalism had appeared in Ireland. His
name was Daniel O'Connell. O'Connell saw, as did many others, that success
would only be possible If an effective organization was formed that could
control its members. The mob action and the atrocities committed by the
mob undid any progress that might have been made. O'Connell was an
outstanding speaker and organizer and was able to win a very large and well
disciplined following. He first undertook a move for Catholic emancipation a repeal of the penal laws that still survived.
This effort eventually took the form of putting up a pro
Emancipation candidate for the Irish parliament in Waterford (Ellen's home),
an area where the Tory landlords had always been able to put their antiemancipation candidate in without any problem. Following O'Connell's lead,
the Catholics turned out in force for the first time and the man backed by
O'Connell's Catholic Association won the seat. This man was a Protestant
since a Catholic was still not allowed to serve in the Parliament. Following
this victory, O'Connell himself ran and won in Clare in 1828. Even though
he could not claim the seat that he had won because he was a Catholic, this
11

display of political power and organization was enough, and the
Emancipation Act soon followed. The victory was an important one because
the people of Ireland had become a political force for the first time, even
though the Irish Parliament had little real power.
In 1840, as Ellen did her thinking, O'Connell was preparing
another campaign. The objective was to win real power for the Irish
Parliament. The goal was not won at this time because the great potato
famine of 1845-1849 and O'Connell's death intervened, but the progress was
made and an impressive showing of Irish unity and strength resulted.
The thumbnail sketch of Irish history above attempts to give an idea
of what the Ireland that Ellen knew was like. Ellen's own family, although
staunchly Catholic had escaped many of the worst consequences of this
history. As is usual, accounts of history tend to emphasize key events.
Although these events involve many thousands of people, there is often a
much larger group not directly involved, whose life continues on. The
accumulation of these events and the government policies that result from
them may have far reaching long term effects on their lives, but the affairs of
governments, riots and revolutions must still compete with the affairs of
family, job and homemaking for the ordinary person's attention. As new laws
are passed and gradually take effect, most people attempt to make only such
changes in their lives as are necessary.
Ellen's family was originally a rich family and, even after the
confiscations imposed by the penal laws, still managed to retain a good deal
of this wealth up until 1840. Moreover they were well educated, experienced
and capable. These were rare qualifications in a land where illiteracy was the
rule and where the new English landlords had little knowledge of the country
or how to make it function. Whatever may have been the motivation of
Cromwell and William of Orange, it was not the policy of the English
government to maintain chaos in Ireland. In fact, the Act of Union, passed in
1800, technically made the two countries into one, so that the affairs of the
common people of Ireland were to be as of much concern to the British
government as were the affairs of the common people of England. The two
countries were to be indissolubly bound together for better or worse for all
eternity.
In this situation, men like the Whalens filled a most important role.
As often happens when "the tumult and the shouting dies, the captains and
the kings depart", a person that can put things back together and make them
work will be welcome, and allowed to proceed unhindered, providing he
does it quietly and without treading on the toes of the departing captains and
kings. Even the letter of the penal laws allowed Catholics to hold leases on
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land for a maximum period of 31 years, to hold local office, and to
participate in trade, as mentioned previously. Ellen's family still retained a
good deal of personal property and lived in the ancestral home, and her
father served as mayor of the local village.
He also, in cooperation with Jerry's father and with another
partner, Patty O’Flynn, was working to establish an enterprise where they
would raise flax, convert it to linen, and then export the linen to America.
There were no established agents or channels of trade by which they could
do this; they had to dispatch Patty O’Flynn on a scouting trip to the U.S. to
investigate the situation and make contacts. Patty had lost his wife to
sickness early in her life and she had left him with an infant daughter,
Kathleen, who was now twelve years old. Kathleen was very like a younger
sister to Ellen, she had lived in the Whalen household during the years her
father was traveling to America to set up the linen deal. When he returned to
Ireland a great meeting was held at the Whalen house to discuss the fledgling
enterprise.
This meeting involved not only the three partners and their
families, and others who were working on the project, but also many of the
neighbors. The general topic of America was of great interest in Ireland, the
people were becoming very conscious of the possibilities of emigrating there
to escape the poverty, discrimination, and violence that had been historically
theirs in Ireland. Since 1800, the birth rate had been high and the population
had nearly doubled. The danger of famine lurked in the air. Patty had taken
some of the linen with him on his trip and reported that he had found a ready
and profitable market for it. Beyond this, his tales of the new land, its
freedom and plenty, roused the fever pitch of excitement among his listeners
that day. Jerry and Ellen were among these listeners, they both knew Patty
and his blarney well enough to suspect that some of his stories had "lost
nothing in the telling", but they also knew him as a shrewd and capable
partner of their fathers, and as a devoted father of Kathleen, there was no
question of his basic sincerity of judgment.
Ellen could tell that Jerry was interested in emigrating to America.
He was not a man to look upon any situation with desperation; he was too
much the optimist, too much the doer, too much the challenger of fate to
resign himself to any idea that life in Ireland was hopeless. He was a man
who would be a pusher and a mover there, in spite of obstacles, and would
always be attempting to better himself in spite of setbacks. Even so, the lure
of America was strong for such a young man of 21, and he had no fear of the
uncertainty involved. He loved his family but the exuberance of youth did
not really admit the fact that he might never see them again if he undertook
such a venture... Ellen herself was more cautious by nature, and in some
13

ways had more to lose by this prospect.
Jerry's parents were realists and the problem that faced the future of
their children was never fat from their minds. Although unlettered, they
knew enough of history, much of it had happened in the lifetime of their
parents, and even during their own lives. The fact, that the law itself
relegated their children to the status of second class citizens because of their
religion, was a reality of life that no amount of economic well-being could
compensate for. Beyond this, though full of hope for the linen venture, they
had spent their lives in poverty. They knew only too well that the economy
of Ireland would never support the rapidly growing population.
Already, the plot of land that the ordinary Irish peasant tilled for
his Protestant landlord had been divided and divided until only a tiny area
remained. The rents extracted from him required the sale of virtually his
entire crop, most renters were only able to feed themselves and their families
because the usual rental contract allowed them a tiny patch of land upon
which they could raise food for themselves. The food raised was universally
potatoes, since this was the only crop which would begin to raise enough
food to sustain a family on such a tiny area. The house was a simple hut
constructed of native materials.
With our emphasis on housing it is difficult for us to appreciate the
situation that prevailed throughout English and French history in that regard.
In those days the land was everything, the house was nothing. The condition
of, or even the existence of, a house played no part in contracts for rent or
sale of land. The body of law that grew up as a result, both in England and in
the United States, became unrealistic as we came into the 20th century. The
common law of property is only now being extensively revised by statutes;
many of the abuses of landlords over tenants that have nurtured slums are
rooted in provisions of this old land law.
As Jerry's father and mother listened that day to Patty O'Flynn's
accounts of his trip to America, they had more on their minds than the linen
venture, important as it was. Rough and primitive as Ireland was, brutal,
barbarous, uncivilized, filthy as the people were seen to be through English
eyes, the parents still loved their children and were ready to make any
sacrifice for their welfare. What did the future hold for Jerry and his two
brothers and their sister? It was most difficult for the parents to realistically
see anything but suffering and want ahead. The thought of a crop failure was
much discussed and dreaded, both by the people and by the government.
These fears were to be all too well realized five years later, as a succession
of potato crop failures in the years 1845-1849, together with a combination
of callousness and ineptitude in the British government, visited upon Ireland
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a famine and tragedy that would dwarf the sufferings that had gone before.
Ellen's parents shared many of these fears, and were perhaps more
aware of others that threatened their future and that of their children. They
supported the efforts of Daniel O'Connell to win real power for the Irish
parliament and introduce a measure of self government into Ireland by
means of securing repeal of the Act of Union of 1800, but they also were all
too aware of the dangers involved in any political action in Ireland. Both the
repressive actions of the British, and mob actions of desperate revolutionists,
in the past, had spread death, suffering, and loss and destruction of property,
on occasion after occasion. There was no guarantee that O'Connell's
movement would not lose its way and produce the same end. Many of the
penal laws were still in effect and these made it doubtful if such wealth as
the Whalens possessed could be retained by the children on the parent's
death.
Powerful and desperate forces were continually being brought to
bear on the English Parliament and Government from many sides, that body
had the power to enact new measures that, at any time, might further cloud
the future for Ellen and her brothers and sisters. The present relative stability
that seemed to favor a marriage between their daughter and James might
well be illusory. James and his family faced all of these same problems and
an equally uncertain future. In the balance, tradition was strong, a bird in the
hand was worth two in the bush and the tendency was to attempt to arrange a
marriage for Ellen and James. At the same time they had a great admiration
for Jerry and his father, and time had not dulled their own daring and sense
of adventure. They were accustomed to risk when the goal seemed worth it,
so they, too, felt their hearts beat faster as Patty spun his tale. They saw a
possible escape for their children from suffering, pain and misery that
continued in Ireland.
All of this was In Ellen's mind that day, as she wandered pensively
through that meadow. She loved her family dearly and was most reluctant to
do anything against their wishes. A decision to leave the land that she loved
seemed like a decision to abandon her family and her country in a time of
need. She was also a realist, and had read about America on her own. In spite
of the picture that Patty painted, she knew that there were other pictures as
well - the danger of the sea, the hardship of the American frontier, the
division of the country over slavery, and the prejudice against Immigrants In
the cities, to name a few. What would they really do in that vast unknown
land? Where would they live, work and worship? Where would their
children be born and schooled? Would she ever see home again, or her
family and friends? She was well enough educated in history and economics
to know of the dangers that lay ahead In Ireland, but these were dangers of
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the future - how should she balance them against a leap into the unknown?
In the end, she did not really rely on logic. Her thoughts turned
again to Jerry. She was convinced by now that he would somehow go to
America whether she married him or not. What would happen to him there?
Her mind refused to face it. Jerry would need her and the thought of going
through life without him shook her with fear and desolation.
Ellen had reached her decision.

*** ** ** * *** * ** *** *** ** * ** ** * *** ** * *** ** * **
Our ignorance of history makes us libel our own times. People have always
been like this.
FLAUBERT

History books begin and end, but the events they describe do not.
R. G. COLLINGWOOD

The effect of liberty to individuals is that they may do what they please; we
ought to wait to see what it will please them to do, before we risk
congratulations.
EDMUND BURKE
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Chapter 2
WELCOME TO AMERICA
Ellen had, indeed, reached her decision. Many obstacles faced her, but her
decision was not a tentative one. Having reached it she set about
implementing it, without any thought of ever turning back.
What obstacles did she face? Well, for one thing, Jerry had not yet
proposed marriage. She assumed that this was primarily because he was
concerned about asking her to share his economic lot, rather than that of her
comparatively rich family. We do not attempt to inquire into the methods
that Ellen used to overcome this particular obstacle. For the ladies of the
reading audience no explanation is necessary while for the men, the mystery
is such that none would suffice. Jerry was wise enough not to burden his
proposal with any conditions, such as an emigration to America, and she did
not specifically go into any details about the future in making her
acceptance, but the prospect was so much on their minds that It came up
minutes later. They spent the long evening together making plans and
building castles in the air about their future life together -- in America. It was
to be a most memorable night of their lives for both of them and one often
recalled during the long and full life that lay ahead of them. That life was to
be often tragic, often joyful, always uncertain and incredibly varied, a life of
pioneers.
The next obstacle was to gain the approval of their parents,
especially her parents. They plotted together as to how Jerry should make the
presentation, for it was still the custom that the prospective groom had to
secure the approval of the bride's parents before the plan could go forward.
In this case they both knew that Mr. Whalen would have many reservations
to express, and with good reason. Economics would be relatively more
important than romance in talking with Mr. Whalen, so they decided it
would be best to present the whole plan at the outset. While Jerry was
closeted with her father, Ellen attempted to enlist her mother's aid. In this
discussion she barred her soul and her mother understood that Ellen's
motivation was based on love and not on any wild or fanciful dream about
utopia in America. As we have seen, the parents were already somewhat
predisposed to these arguments, being realistic adventurists themselves. The
result was not an immediate approval or disapproval but a very kindly
sharing of problems and concerns and subsequent discussions with Mr. and
Mrs. Lyons.
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Understandably, the Lyons' family saw the future of Ireland in
somewhat bleaker terms than did the Whalens, but this was really only a
matter of degree. They had discussed the idea of a future In America many
times and eventually all agreed that such a plan held the best hope for their
children, if not for them. Once the plan was afoot it captured the imagination
of both families and became a sort of joint venture, combined with their flaxlinen enterprise.
The wedding took place in 1841 and was a grand affair. Because of
the Whalens position in the community, Ellen's wedding would be a major
social event In any case, but here, Jerry was an immensely popular and
respected young man, and his family was also a community leader, though
from a different economic status. The flax-linen enterprise was a beacon in
an otherwise dismal economic situation in the community; and the very
personable Patty O'Flynn, with tales of his journey, attracted interest and
enthusiasm like a celebrity. The whole community shared in the enthusiasm
of the upcoming adventure in America for two of its most popular young
people. The tragic past and bleak future were forgotten for a moment as the
joyful wedding celebration took place. The father of the bride grew
somewhat expansive as he joined the many guests in enjoying the food and
drink that he had provided, occasional altercations, so typically Irish, were
hardly noticed in the eruption of joy.
Ellen was at first aghast at the goings on of the celebration, so soon
after the deeply religious Impact left upon her by the marriage ceremony
itself, but her reservations were consumed Into the celebration Itself when
Father Ryan joined the others in laughing, joking and eating, drinking,
singing, dancing and talking. The wedding gifts were sumptuous for the
times, partly because the Whalens, and others like them, saw this as an
opportunity to transfer worldly goods that might not survive the next whim
of the British Government.
The next obstacle to Ellen's plan could now be attacked. The law
was that no man without a wife was allowed to apply for emigration from
Ireland. Jerry and Ellen made their application immediately and then sought
to establish a home In Ireland while waiting. The uncertainty of this situation
made for a somewhat makeshift arrangement for them while other young
couples their age were busily attempting to establish a lifetime home. They
were most fortunate in that the flax and linen provided Jerry with a certain
amount of employment and he was able to supplement this with other work
gained because of his reputation as a man who would give any employee
more than a full measure of work for his day's wages. Even so, he was
fortunate indeed to get this work. Ireland was a place where work for wages
was almost unknown.
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Life, as usual, quickly became more complicated than they had
bargained for. Their first child, a daughter, Margaret, was born in 1842, their
joy at her coming was tempered shortly before, when their transportation
quota came through and they had to turn it down. This was the first time that
they had really faced up to what some of the problems would be. Stories
were beginning to circulate through Ireland about the conditions on some of
these voyages, and they were enough to cause grave concern to the parents
of young children. They reapplied, and history repeated itself, for the quota
came through just before the birth of their second child, Bridget, on May 12,
1844. They again had to refuse it and apply for a third time. When the next
quota came in the winter of 1844-45, they knew that it was probably now or
never, and took it.
The sailing was to be in late March of 1845, a time when the
North Atlantic is known to be especially rough, stormy, cold and forbidding.
Very few sailings were made at that time of year, partly because of these
conditions, but even more because of the fact that most sailings were to
Quebec, which was locked in Ice throughout the winter. It was much easier
to get into Canada than it was to get into the United States. Another
Canadian port, St. John's, in New Brunswick, was also used. St. John's was
ice free a little longer than Quebec was, but was smaller and more remote.
The British government did as much as possible to encourage emigration to
Canada because Canada needed settlers, while Ireland was overcrowded.
England was very anxious to promote Irish emigration to Canada to relieve
the pressure on England; many of the Irish poor were crossing to England
and lowering the standard of living of the working man there.
The remaining population of Ireland in the early 1700's, after
Cromwell's punitive measures had taken their toll, was only about half a
million. By 1840 this had risen to about nine million, and no industrial base
had appeared to support such an increase. This huge increase in population
was seen as a ticking time bomb, but the Irish people strongly resisted all
efforts to promote emigration. To leave Ireland was seen as a fate almost
worse than death, a terrible exile. The Irish race of that time was one of the
most gregarious human societies ever seen. Their joy was to share life with
each other, to sit together and talk and joke, to commiserate with one another
when there were aches and pains, to hold fairs, to dance. Often, during warm
weather, they would gather at a crossroad with a fiddle and dance the whole
night away. In winter, they would do the same at someone's cabin, after
carrying all of the furniture (such as it was) outdoors.
Irish hospitality was legend, any neighbor or stranger who
happened by was urged to share the pot of potatoes. They lived in tiny mud
huts, usually with a manure pile outside the door, most of them were dirty
and illiterate, but they had potatoes to eat and turf to burn, and each other.
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Farms had been divided and divided again as the population boomed, and
now they were crowded together on these tiny plots, and had developed a
society to fit. Some of them were destined to become prosperous mid-west
American farmers on huge tracts of land who bemoaned the loss of the old
way. It was a sorry country, they thought, where one had to make do with
neighbors who lived a mile away.
The effort to encourage emigration to Canada was systematized
after 1807. Up until then, Britain depended upon Northern Europe for
timber, and this was a very large business. As a result of a victory and a
treaty by Napoleon, this source of timber was cut off, and had to be replaced
by timber from North America. A huge increase in North Atlantic shipping
came about from this, and return cargo was needed for these ships. The ship
owners and the government hit upon the idea of promoting emigration by
offering cheap fares for passengers on these returning ships. As time went
on, revenue from the passenger business exceeded the revenue from carrying
timber, and the passenger traffic became a sort of subsidy for Britain's timber
business. There were many problems with the program because the ships
were in no way set up to carry passengers, many emigrants suffered terrible
hardships as a result.
The government responded by passing laws that put requirements
on the ships, but this resulted in higher fares that few prospective passengers
could pay. A series of laws followed, alternately increasing and decreasing
the requirements as this or that faction gained power. One of the biggest
arguments was over food, at first the ships provided none at all, passengers
were expected to bring their own. This did not work well at all, partly
because the booking of passage came to be handled by "passage brokers."
These brokers painted a rosy picture of emigration in order to drum up
business, but many of the brokers were unprincipled, heartless scoundrels
who preyed on the poor and the ignorant. Many emigrants came aboard ship
without adequate preparation for such a voyage, and lost their lives in the
bargain. Beyond this, ships were often not seaworthy, and many were
manned by captains and crew that were often drunk.
Many emigrant ships sank, records for 1834 are said to disclose
that seventeen emigrant ships were lost in the St. Lawrence and that 731
emigrants drowned. Eventually the law on food came to be that the ship was
required to carry seven pounds of food per passenger, not enough to even
sustain life for most voyages. The bulk of the food was expected to be
brought along by the passenger as "ship store".
In spite of the problems, these enterprises grew. The 100 ships, or
fewer, which had plied the North Atlantic for the timber trade at the turn of
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the century had grown to 2000 or more by 1845. The continued exhortations
of the passage brokers, combined with the economic disaster that was
Ireland, had made some small inroads that reduced the prejudice against
leaving Ireland. Emigration in 1844 was estimated to be 68,000, a small
number when compared to the torrents that were soon to follow, but still a
big increase from the 5000 or so a year in 1800. As time went on, England
found another pressing reason to encourage Irish emigration to Canada.
Many Irishmen were coming to England; some came alone just to look for
work, but more and more were coming with their families to stay. It
appeared that England would not be able to absorb the flood if it increased
further, and there were dire predictions that the peasant of England would be
reduced to the standard of living already being inflicted upon his Irish
counterpart.
The passenger trade to the New World was not confined to the Irish.
New Brunswick, in particular, was an attractive area because of its good
ports and growing timber industry, and many came there from Scotland as
well. Among these was Dugald MacDonald with wife Sara and seven
children, who came in 1815. They settled in the area around Chatam and Bay
du Vin at the mouth of the Mlramachee River, where it empties into the Gulf
of St. Lawrence. Oliver Shortall came too, from Kilkenny, Ireland, with wife
Julia and ten children. They settled in nearby Rexton in a house still
occupied by their great grandson, James Shortall, and his family.
Although the Irish were encouraged to come to Canada, most of
them did not want to go there, the relatively small group that was willing to
emigrate at all wanted to go to the United States Instead. It was much more
difficult and expensive to emigrate to the U.S. than it was to go to Canada.
The U.S. economy was booming at that time while Canada was lethargic, the
United States was seen as busy, bustling land of opportunity. Tales like those
of Patty O'Flynn had been repeated throughout Ireland, and many
adventurous souls like Jerry and Ellen had a great yen to go there and
participate. The Governor-General of Canada is quoted to the effect that the
British side of the line seemed to be waste and desolation compared to the
prosperity on the American side. The "ancient" city of Montreal was said to
not bear the least comparison in any respect with Buffalo, which was
described as a "creation of yesterday".
Many, many Irishmen solved this dilemma by the simple expedient
of emigrating to Canada and then walking across the unguarded border into
the U.S., often temporarily leaving their destitute families behind them in
Canada as a burden on that beleaguered country. For some of the Irish
emigrants who entered the U.S. from Canada, Henry Ford's grandfather for
example, the dream of opportunity was to be realized in full measure.
21

Among the Irish, the preference for the U.S. over Canada was based
on much more than economic opportunity, the "Curse of Cromwell" was still
strongly felt. There is a strange ambiguity here, however. Queen Victoria, as
"Queen of Ireland" was a popular figure in Ireland, even at the height of the
potato famine. When she stepped off the boat with her four children in
Dublin in 1849 an old lady was heard to shout, "Ah, Queen dear, make one
of them Prince Patrick and Ireland will die for you,” while the huge crowd
roared its approval. Most sentiment in Ireland was for self government with
its own parliament, dominion status, within the empire. A desire for
complete separation from Britain had not yet materialized, in spite of the
overwhelming resentment toward England. Even so, the Irishmen who were
willing to leave Ireland wanted to be shed of Britain entirely. Canada, they
feared, would be another Ireland in this respect, but they went there anyway
because they had no other choice. The result was grossly unfair to Canada,
this small (in population) country was later to receive a torrent of refugees,
often most of them were destitute and fever ridden. Many of Canada's
leading citizens died in the effort to care for this wretched throng.
The Irish were anxious to come to America, but it cannot be said
that the Americans were anxious to have them come, nor that most of them
were well treated when they came anyway. These were the days of the secret
societies that led to the "Know Nothing Party"; America had a strong
prejudice against foreigners, especially any that would work for low wages.
There were strong anti-Irish and anti-Catholic feelings throughout the East, a
three day riot in Philadelphia In 1844 killed 13 people and wounded many
others. The rioters burned down two Catholic churches, along with many
houses, as they had done In Boston during a similar riot earlier.
The America of that day was often criticized for being cruel,
calculating and heartless. Slavery was a big issue, the Yankee was often
pictured In Punch as a cruel looking character with a sneer on his face, a
calculating look in his eye, and always with a whip protruding from his back
pocket. The slave trader Image of America was strong In the European press,
and acutely embarrassing to the abolitionists. We had several border disputes
going with Britain, including Oregon Territory and the boundary of Maine,
and it was politically expedient for American newspapers and politicians to
take extreme, warlike, positions. Slogans were big, many were so extreme as
to be amusing ("Fifty four forty or fight"), and Punch liked to poke
sophisticated fun at the antics of these despicable rabble rousers. The
Jingoist press made reasonable diplomacy difficult and fueled domestic
racial and religious bigotry.
As it usually does, the racial and religious bigotry and
discrimination had its roots in some real economic and social problems,
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although Know-Nothingism was also deliberately promoted in an effort to
distract public attention from the slavery issue. Even before the deluge of
starving and fever ridden paupers that came from Ireland during the days of
the Potato famine, the Irish slums of New York and Boston were of great
concern. It was a remarkable thing, in Ireland these people lived a rural life
in one of the most beautiful countries in the world, and were so attached to
the land that they would turn their entire crop over to the landlord and
literally starve, rather than default on the rent and face eviction. Yet, in
America, where millions of acres of good land were available for a pittance,
most of these same people were living in horrible city slums, crowded
together in cellars and tiny rooms in stench and squalor, preyed upon by
every charlatan and hoodlum, losing their children at the incredible rate of
67% mortality by age five. How could such a thing happen? The answer
comes in several parts.
For the most part, the Irishman came to America without any
marketable skills. There was virtually no industry in Ireland, and farming
was done in a primitive way. His only tool for raising potatoes was a spade,
his house was made of native materials, there was little need for tradesmen,
and few existed. He was strong, and knew a little English, so works like the
Erie Canal were largely built with Irish labor, but this was not enough. After
the potato famine started, most emigrants were so starved and sick that they
were unsuitable for such work anyway. Most Irish immigrants were
unsophisticated and unlettered; they came from a rural area and had probably
never been more than five miles from home before.
New York was a jungle; the scum of the earth had congregated
there and organized themselves into violent bands that systematically preyed
upon every Incoming ship. Often these bands were allied with the city
officials that were supposed to control them. The financial guarantee
required of the ship owner was the fuel; the result was an Emigrant Bonding
business that had much in common with the slave trade.
The incoming immigrant was apt to find himself whisked off the
ship by a band of men who spoke in his native tongue, and talked of Daniel
O'Connell, but he soon found himself in a private poorhouse, with all of his
worldly possessions confiscated for "rent", and his daughter sold into
prostitution. Those who escaped were often sold rail and ship tickets for
Illinois, but found out in Buffalo that the ticket was a worthless forgery.
Often, our illiterate peasant from Connaught eventually found
himself pushing a cart for a pittance of a wage and living with his family in a
cellar, with a grog shop on one side and a pig sty on the other. More often
than not, that was as far as his generation got in America. Alcohol was
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everywhere, the grog shops were open seven days a week. The slums where
he lived became hotbeds of violence, crime, and disease, the fever epidemic
that swept through New York in 1847 officially killed 1,396 people, the real
toll is thought to be much higher.
As the immigrants poured in, the slum landlords continued to
build, around, behind, In front of and over existing buildings. Flimsy,
teetering structures everywhere, holding each other up and occupied by
swarms of filthy Irishmen, half of them sick, the rest drunk - how could it
happen? When a historical commission in Boston decided to restore Paul
Revere's house, they found it to be entirely encased in tenement housing so
that no part of it was exposed to the outside.
How different this history might have been if these refugees could
have been taken from the ships to open country in the Midwest. Still, one
must ask, why did it only happen with the Irish? Shiploads of Germans were
coming into New York at the same time, but few of them stayed, no German
slum culture developed. Most observers gave the Irish high marks as a race
when it came to native Intelligence and ability, why did it take them
generations to get out of the slums of New York and Boston? The question
is, no doubt, oversimplified, but is of more than passing interest today, when
the Irish have left the slums only to be replaced by men of other nations.
The slums are much the same, characterized by violence, crime,
drug abuse, hardship for children, low life expectancy and failure of the
political process. The inhabitants, in addition to their other burdens, are the
targets of bigotry and discrimination, as the Irish were. The frontier is, to be
sure, gone now, but most of the Irish never took advantage of it anyway.
Two reasons have been suggested as to why the Irish became slum dwellers,
their gregariousness and their low standard of living before they came.
Certainly, a good logical case may be made for both explanations, even in
the slums of New York the Irishman continued with his jigs, his jokes, and
his fairs; they still had each other and often seemed to be happy in
circumstances where outsiders could see only squalid misery. Perhaps these
same reasons keep our slums alive today.
If we may put our story aside for a moment longer, we should call
attention to another modern analogy. However much we may have gained by
having John Ford walk across the border from Canada, the Influx of Irish
labor was one of the greatest complaints of the Know-Nothings. The
government went to great lengths to try to stop it, and the clandestine small
ship landings along the east coast as well. Ferry operators on the St.
Lawrence were put in prison for falling to keep the Irish off the ferries and
all ships were required to refuse them. They came in droves anyway; one
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cannot help but think of the situation along the Rio Grande today.
The entire episode of emigration across the Atlantic during the
potato famine has some elements in common with the story of the "boat
people" from Viet Nam in recent years, although there are great differences
also. Boston refused to allow ships carrying sick passengers to land. Some
ships came with loads of starving, fever ridden passengers after a very hard
North Atlantic voyage on which many had died, and were turned away from
port, told to go to Canada or elsewhere. Riots and mutiny erupted on some of
these ships, but the passengers lacked the strength to overcome the order,
and these desperate, starving people were taken back out to the dreadful sea.
In one case in Boston the British consul took supplies of food to the ship
before it was sent back out to sea with 118 cases of fever on board, and the
rest of the passengers near starvation.
The Boston authorities did not undertake such measures lightly,
when the potato famine made conditions desperate in Ireland, Boston
received hordes of starving Irish beggars, many of them elderly, young
children, and cripples, blind people and idiots. Crime skyrocketed, assaults
were up 400 -500 % in 5 years, and there was great fear of an epidemic of
typhus or cholera. Boston protected itself by diverting the scourge to
Quebec, Montreal and New Brunswick. These cities suffered terribly, and
the boat people suffered worse. We should add that, during the earlier years
of the potato famine, America did mount a large charitable effort to help the
starving people of Ireland; there was a great deal of compassion for the
plight of the Irishman - as long as he stayed in Ireland. The American
charitable effort, large though it was, was dwarfed by similar efforts in
England. Both efforts proved to be faddish, and faded away as the famine
went on, perhaps because sympathy faded as the influx of refugees grew.
When their quota came in the winter of 1844-45, Jerry and Ellen set
about at once to make preparations for the voyage. The enthusiasm of the
wedding day had given place to a grim sense of danger and foreboding on
the part of both families, as the rigors of winter and poverty occupied the
attention of the general public. Patty O’Flynn was again in New York and
his daughter Kathleen, now 17, had been living with Ellen and Jerry to help
with the babies. It appeared now that Patty would be spending most of his
time in America and he had applied for a quota for Kathleen to join him,
which had been received. The plan was made that she would join Jerry and
Ellen on the voyage to help to care for Bridget and Margaret, who were now
9 months and 2 years old. The wedding gifts amounted to household
property of considerable value, such as an entire chest of sterling silver, and
the Whalen family pressed more gifts of this type upon them as the day
approached. Packing this property so as to be sea worthy, and getting
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through the red tape that was involved in shipping documents to get it on
board, was a job that fell to Ellen's father and brother. The selection and
packing of food for the voyage, the "sea store" was of great concern with the
two babies to think of. The question of how to safeguard property, especially
money, was also a major one, for nothing in the sense of bank drafts or
letters of credit were available to ship's passengers. The solution decided
upon with respect to money was to sew most of it into Jerry's underwear; he
left Ireland with $1500, a very large sum for that day, secreted on his person
in this manner.
This voyage was far better organized and equipped than the
hundreds of voyages that carried destitute peasants to Quebec later, but it
was still a very primitive arrangement. When the wind was right, word went
out to the passengers to board. Boarding ship proved to be a harrowing
experience, prophetic of things to come. It was a cold, windy and stormy day
in Waterford, and the dock and decks were swept by wind, rain and ice.
People were everywhere, hundreds of passengers and thousands of relatives,
friends and shippers. Chaos reigned, children screamed, women wept,
baggage was jumbled and lost on the windswept dock. The passengers were
herded onto small boats for transfer to the ship, anchored out in the harbor,
like recalcitrant cattle, by a screaming, shouting and cursing crew.
Eventually preparations were completed or cut short and the ship
got underway. Approximately 450 passengers were on board, most of them
housed in a series of small and large cabins on the main deck and others in
steerage below. The Passenger Act of 1842 required that all decks for
emigrants be above the water line, and also called for life boats, medical
supplies and three quarts of water daily, plus seven pounds of food weekly
per passenger. The ship was overcrowded but accommodations, if primitive,
were reasonably well organized, much better than many of the earlier ships
had been, and far better than the disgraceful hulks that earned the title of
.coffin ships during the famine.
Jerry and their party of 5 shared a 12 by 14 foot cabin with 6 other
people. Furnishings consisted of a rough table in the center of the room and
some stools plus a bar suspended above the table so that hammocks could be
slung on each side between the bar and the wall, allowing a space of about 2
by 7 feet for each hammock. Passenger's cabin baggage (including Ellen's
chest of silver) were stowed under the table and around the walls. Fire is
always a potential disaster aboard ship, even today, so Ellen and the others
were bound by stringent rules, no fire was allowed anywhere on ship except
for a cooking grill, on the open deck, shared by all passengers and managed
by the crew. Smoking was also closely controlled, allowed only on the open
deck where there was salt water available.
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The cooking fire was confined within bricks and provided a grill
about two feet wide and eight feet long. It was usually crowded all day with
passengers attempting to prepare their meal, and was doused at night. The
overcrowding, and the problems with bad weather, often led to meals that
were raw or half cooked, and this led in turn to dysentery; preparation of
food was to be one of the most demanding problems our party faced
throughout the voyage. Toilet was by a slop jar also kept in the cabin, behind
a hammock suspended as a curtain for privacy during the day. The slop jar
was emptied overboard after each use and flushed with salt water, which was
available on deck. Washing or baths were with salt water and arranged by
cabin occupants as best they could, using the same jar. Drinking water was
treated as food and carefully controlled by the crew. The open deck was
generally available to the passengers as weather permitted. Conditions in
steerage were similar but passengers had less access to light and fresh air and
were housed in much larger rooms.
Things went badly from the first. The weather was bad and the sea
was rough, so many of the passengers were already very sea sick by the time
that the ship cleared the harbor and made the sea. The decks of the pitching
ship were frequently awash and very dangerous, so the passengers were
confined to their cramped quarters, which reeked with the stench of vomit.
The moans and cries of the sufferers in such cramped quarters, combined
with the stench and slop of vomit, turned even the strongest stomachs; the
scene was generally one of misery and fear. The children were
understandably upset and cried incessantly, adding to the problem for the
parents and to the affliction for the rest of the passengers in the cabin. Jerry
showed the stuff of which he was made in this difficult situation. Although
very sea sick himself, he still managed to laugh, crack jokes and to fetch
water, clean up, the cabin continuously, arrange places for all to sit or lie,
calm Margaret with jokes and play, and to generally rise above the situation
like the indomitable spirit that he was. Taking their cue from Jerry, the
members of the cabin welded themselves into a cooperating, helping, and
caring group that did wonders for the physical and emotional problems that
plagued each of them.
Ellen was nursing Bridget and was most concerned about the effect
of her own sickness on the baby's well being, and about Margaret's feed and
care. Anticipating some of these problems, they had brought along some
dried fruits and cereals, these were reserved for the children's use when they
saw what faced them. Kathleen, very frightened and sick at first, took her
cue from the example of her friends, recovered from the sea sickness first
and became one of the strongest hands in the cabin, cleaning, organizing and
feeding the children and helping others to make the place as livable as
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possible. The weather abated somewhat the second day out of port, they
were able to open the cabin door for fresh air and take brief turns about the
deck. Even though it was still cold and the sea was rough, an air of optimism
set in. They felt that the worst of their 2 week journey was over and, for the
first time, were experiencing elation at being on their way. Had they known
what lay ahead for the rest of the trip, this elation would have turned to
despair.
The fourth day out the weather became worse, and then much
worse. By nightfall of the fifth day the ship was beset with raging howling,
torrents of wind and wave. The crew was performing heroically and it was
apparent that a real emergency threatened their very survival. The cooking
fire was closed and the passengers were huddled in their quarters in terror.
Some of the men were conscripted to help the crew as the storm raged
through the night and on into the next day. Ellen's deep devotion to religion
came to the forefront as it was to do so many times in their lives ahead. She
asked all the members of the cabin to join in prayers and saying of the rosary
and her quiet courage did much to replace the sense of panic.
The captain had given up any effort to maintain the ship's course or
even to determine their position or heading; all efforts were concentrated on
merely staying afloat and riding out the storm. The ship had suffered some
damage and there was concern that it was too top heavy. The captain finally
had to order that material on the upper decks be thrown overboard, and this
included much cabin baggage. When Ellen's chest of silver was thrown into
the sea, along with tons of other material, it seemed symbolic of the fact that
Ireland and the old life was now a thing of the past.
Thoughts of the future were also put aside because of the scope of
the emergency. It seemed that now their world was that tiny cabin; the
storm-tossed ship with its crew and passengers looked puny and small in a
vast and trackless world of giant waves and howling wind and water. After
several days the storm finally did abate somewhat, although the weather was
to remain very Inclement for the entire voyage. The ship was far off course
and still unable to make any substantial headway in the direction that it had
to go. The damage done to the sails and masts could only be partly repaired
and the captain sent out word to the passengers that the voyage would extend
far beyond the estimated two week duration. The ship's crew set about
repairing the damage and making the ship as ready as possible, while the
passengers were organized to do everything possible to clean up and
reorganize the cabins and to keep the ship functioning regularly.
Although the Passenger Act required medical supplies, it did not
require that a doctor be on the ship. Jerry and Ellen's ship did have one,
however, and he undertook to assess the health situation, since many
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passengers still appeared to be ill. After examining some of these people he
quickly reported some very bad news to the ship's captain. Several of the
passengers appeared to be sick, not from motion sickness, but from the
dreaded .Ship's Fever." As emigration from Ireland increased a few years
later, during the potato famine, the outbreak of disease made the conditions
aboard ship rival the horrors of the mass starvation and epidemic typhus that
were sweeping through Ireland. The ships were overcrowded and poorly
ventilated, had little water and meager food, and inadequate cooking or
sanitary facilities. In 1847 the Montreal Board of Health reported that 4427
passengers had set sail for Canada on 10 ships during a particular reporting
period of one month. Of these, 804 died at sea and another 847 were sick
with the fever upon arrival.
"It may well be supposed," added the report, "that few of the
survivors could reach any other than an early grave. Terrible as
have been the tales of the slave trade, against which the British
nation has so long protested. . . they exceed not in horrors, nor
perhaps equal the dreadful realities to which these unfortunate
wanderers have been subjected."
Although this report was written 2 and 1/2 years later, it could well
have been written about the voyage that carried Jerry, Ellen, Kathleen,
Margaret, and Bridget toward America. Any natural resistance that the
passengers might have had was reduced by the weakened condition in which
the storm, sea sickness and lack of food had left them, the fever swept
through the ship like a storm. On the advice of the ship's doctor, the captain
put into effect a very strict system of segregation. The lower decks were
cleared by putting steerage passengers up. A sick ward was created on the
lower decks to which all of the sick were made to go, or carried if they could
not walk. Passengers above were absolutely denied any access to the sick
bays below; many families were broken up in this way. As the situation grew
worse, it became virtually impossible for those above to find out anything
about the growing ranks of those below. Burials at sea were carried out
nightly, the agony of the sick was matched only by the dread of those above,
who had no way of knowing the fate of their loved ones below, and lived In
constant terror that they would, themselves, be the next to get the terrible
fever.
The crew was also isolated from the passengers, on the theory that
all would perish if the crew was disabled by fever in these stormy waters.
When the crew had to appear among the passengers they were equipped with
a cloth wrapped around their mouth and nose, the cloth having been soaked
in some concoction furnished by the doctor. The effect added an eerie
element of mystery that increased the terror. The passengers were generally
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supportive of the crew and its efforts, feeling that, although someone was to
blame, it was not the ship's crew. The crew shared the peril in full measure,
and those who worked with the sick were often seen, especially, as heroes in
the midst of disaster.
The disease known as "Fever" was actually several diseases, and
some of them went by several names. Typhus was a major factor in it but
this disease was not fully understood until 1928, when the louse was
identified as the carrier. The specific micro organism was identified in 1910,
by a researcher who lost his own life to Typhus. Another, totally different,
disease, Relapsing Fever, was also common and was also carried by the
louse, but in a different way. Bacillary Dysentery, a third very serious
disease, was also often present; all three of these are very contagious. Scurvy
was also common after the potato crop failed, it was virtually unknown
before that, and a condition called hunger edema was often present and was
known as "famine dropsy," although it is actually not a disease at all, but is a
swelling up of the body that often accompanies starvation.
Cholera epidemics also occurred, these bacteria are transmitted
through infected food and water and cause profuse watery diarrhea and
consequent dehydration, weakness, and often death. It was very difficult to
sort all of this out in 1845, and there were many common names that came to
characterize some of these conditions, either by their symptoms or by the
places with which they were associated. Whole families of beggars walked
the roads in Ireland, many of them were infected, and they spread the
disease, from this arose the name "Road Fever". Conditions aboard ship were
almost ideal for spreading these diseases, hence the name "Ship's Fever".
Typhus is a terrible disease; it attacks the capillary blood vessels
and interferes with the flow of blood, creating high fever, delirium and
gangrene. The patient turns dark in color, and the term "Black Fever" was
commonly used; a rash appears at one point in the progress of the disease, so
some used the term "Spotted Fever". Relapsing fever causes jaundice, so the
Irish referred to it as "Yellow Fever", When Scurvy reaches an advanced
stage, blood vessels in the legs rupture to such an extent that the legs turn
black, so Scurvy is referred to as "Black Leg", There was a great deal of
confusion about all of this, most people thought that fever arose directly
from starvation, even though Typhus actually attacked the rich preferentially
over the poor. Apparently the poor had built up some small resistance to it.
The gangrene from Typhus often caused sick bays to smell so bad that
people could not stand to be near them.
Among our party of five, the fever claimed Jerry first. Ellen found
him one morning in his hammock, pale and feverish. By the time the ship's
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doctor could be reached and appear he was incoherent and two men with a
stretcher were summoned and carried him below along with his hammock
and clothing. Those remaining in the cabin were ordered to wash it down
thoroughly and soak everything in saltwater. Ellen, strong in adversity, was
able to hide her isolation from the others and maintain that prayer would
bring her young husband through. Kathleen became a tower of strength. This
young girl of 17 remembered no mother and her father had been away to
America and elsewhere on business a good deal in the past ten years. Her
warm and affectionate nature had fastened itself on Jerry and Ellen, and now
the babies, as her family. Although she was very excited about the prospect
of being reunited with her father in a new land of adventure, these were
really far off dreams to her, the present was her "family" and her love for
them, she responded to this threat to them with a burst of activity to care for
them.
Two days later the trip below with the stretcher was repeated, this
time a pale, fever ridden and weeping Kathleen was the passenger, leaving
Ellen alone with the babies.
The nightmare that was the rest of that trip was such that Ellen's
mind almost refused to remember it in later years. Day after day, as the ship
fought to make headway against the stormy Atlantic, Ellen faced a struggle
to keep herself and her babies alive, while torn with fear and worry about
Jerry and Kathleen below. In an effort to foreclose questions as much as
possible, the ship started a practice of posting daily lists of those who had
died and been buried at sea the previous night. It was to be the only
information disclosed and even the accuracy of this list was suspect. Part of
Ellen's torture each day was to go to the place where the list was posted and
scan the names there. As time went on hope grew. But then the day came
when the second name on the list of five seemed to burn a hole into her brain
as she stared at it - Kathleen O'Flynn.
The ritual continued as the ship made its way, steadily now, toward
Boston and New York. Eighty three names in all had appeared on that
dreaded list when land was sighted In mid May. Nearly a hundred more were
still below in sick bay, their condition unknown to two hundred survivors
above. When the ship reached port it was held in the harbor as the
immigration officials and health board came on board to study the situation.
After several trips back and forth by various officials, a small craft came
alongside and the sick were transferred to it and taken away. The ship was
then sent to Staten Island to be put into quarantine. The regulations in New
York required that any ship with sickness aboard be put into quarantine for
thirty days before passengers or crew were allowed into the city, this
contrasted with a ten day quarantine in Quebec.
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Despite the anguished pleas of the passengers remaining, they were
not allowed to visit the sick before they were taken away, nor was any list
furnished them as to the names of those put off. At the quarantine dock, the
ship was thoroughly cleaned up, and fresh food and water was available to
the passengers. They continued to live on board but were allowed to go
ashore into a very small restricted area for walks, etc. It was, physically, a
reasonably comfortable time, but very monotonous and a time of great
mental anguish for Ellen, isolated there in this strange place with her babies,
not knowing if Jerry was dead or alive. Finally, the thirty days were over,
and the ship moved across the harbor and discharged its passengers in New
York.
In terms of physical health, Ellen and the babies had survived the
trip remarkably well. Her torments about Jerry's fate were now temporarily
put aside while she attempted to assess her immediate situation alone in this
strange, large and busy city. When the remaining hold baggage was
unloaded to be claimed she found that much of theirs was missing but a good
deal remained. The remaining cabin baggage she had was in two bags, which
other passengers helped her to get off the ship so that she could carry the
babies. Most of their money had been sewed into Jerry's underwear but
fortunately she also had about $50 on her person, and $50 would go quite
some distance in the U.S. in 1845. A man might work all day for a dollar,
and bread was a penny a loaf.
Ellen was well educated and trained and accustomed to dealing
with people. She located drayage and storage for her property and
transportation for herself and the children to the address that she had for
Patty O’Flynn. Since the ship was now more than two months late, she was
not surprised to find that he had moved from the house where he had lived.
Ellen found from the kindly landlady that the ship had been reported lost at
sea and that Patty, grief stricken at the loss of his daughter and his partner's
children and grandchildren, had moved out several weeks before. She did not
know his whereabouts. Ellen was able to get a room temporarily for herself
and the children in the same house, and to get some help from the landlady's
daughter to care for the children so that she would have some time free to
search for Patty and for Jerry.
A week or so later, Ellen found Patty by the fortunate coincidence
of running into him on the street in the neighborhood. The joy of the reunion
was tempered by the sad news that she had to give him of his daughter's
death. His hopes for Kathleen, which flared alive for a moment when he saw
Ellen, were silenced forever moments later. For Ellen the meeting was a sign
that luck was once again with her, her hopes for Jerry's survival and their
eventual reunion increased many fold. Patty suggested that they immediately
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get off a letter to Ireland to correct the dismal news that he had sent when he
received the report that the ship had been lost at sea. They did this that same
evening, composing one joint letter to both families.
Patty also introduced Ellen to a kindly lady who ran a small
boarding house in the same neighborhood; she took Ellen and the children in
and helped care for the children so that Ellen would have some time to get
organized and to search for Jerry. She had done everything possible to try to
get information while they were tied up at Staten Island, but her efforts were
mostly in vain, some thought that some of the sick had been taken to Deer
Island, the quarantine station in Boston, others had heard that some of them
were also on Staten Island, many rumors were voiced about but they seemed
to be little more than that.
New York City, at the time, not only used part of Staten Island as a
quarantine station for incoming passengers who had been exposed to
contagious diseases, but also had a site of about thirty acres there that held
two hospitals, a smaller small pox hospital, and other buildings including a
workhouse. This system worked well at first, but became overloaded as
immigration from Ireland and other countries increased, and was totally
swamped with the huge volume of sick and starving people from Ireland
after the potato famine became a reality. The rest of Staten Island was a
"high rent" residential community, and the problems at the quarantine station
caused a great deal of trouble for these people as time went on. This situation
eventually got so bad that the island residents rioted and burned one of the
hospitals down.
In addition to the hospitals proper, many wooden sheds, called
"shanty hospitals" had been put up and these came to be scattered all over.
Staten Island is a small island, less than ten miles across, and about 5-6 miles
from New York. In the early days of the quarantine station the only
transportation to the mainland was a rowboat, which made the trip once a
day, and the quarantine was quite effective. As time went on, however,
conditions worsened and traffic increased until the effectiveness of the
quarantine became minimal. At the time that Ellen was there the situation
was somewhere between these extremes.
Finding Patty also aided Ellen in many ways In helping her
understand what to do and where to go in this strange town. They found that
some of the sick who had been removed from ships were held in quarantine
until no longer contagious, and then put up in collections of small shanties in
several spots near the beach, until they recovered enough to leave, or died.
Those who became well enough to leave were often assimilated into the
teeming Irish slums of the city. Ellen sought information about the patients
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in the hospitals, and searched for these shanties. It was difficult with the
children and because most of these areas were on Staten Island. It was hard
to get permission to go there, and hard to get there. She found that the people
in charge of the areas were anxious to help her, and to help those poor
unfortunates under their care, but that they had few facilities or information
about their charges.
Ellen returned day after day to continue her search, stopping often
to attempt to help or pray for the people that she met there. She was pleased
with her new country for the effort that it was making to help these people
who had come there without health or property, often without even any
memory of their past, and she met Americans as she pressed her search,
which often seemed hopeless. After describing Jerry for hundreds of times
and after several false hopes, she met a man who responded, "Well, I don't
want to raise your hopes in some ways this man seems to fit your description
- but he is so old and bearded and thin it doesn't seem possible that he could
be only 26 years old. He seemed to be traveling alone but there were no
records of him on the books, and his memory is gone. I think that you should
go there and look, but it doesn't seem possible that it can be him."
Ellen got directions, thanked him and rushed to the place. There
was no answer to her knock, so she tried the door, which was open. Inside
the tiny room, lying on a straw bed in the corner was a skeleton of a man. As
Ellen bent over him he opened his eyes, looked up, and sighed a single word
- "Ellen!"
Ellen's joy was such that she was hardly conscious of the fates that
had turned her robust, indomitable Jerry into this ghostly man - bearded,
thin, and barely able to speak or stand. After their reunion she bade him wait
and speedily left the hut. Within hours she had returned with cots, blankets,
curtains, dishes, food and babies; by nightfall that shanty had become the
bustling home of an Irish American family.
The Jeremiah and Ellen Lyon's family, and we, its descendants, had
arrived in America.

** * ** ** *** *** ** * ** ** **** *
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So manifold are our interests in life that it is not uncommon, on the
self-same occasion, for the foundations of a happiness which does
not yet exist to be laid down simultaneously with the aggravation of
a grief from which we are still suffering.
MARCEL PROUST
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Chapter 3
THE TRANSITION
In later years the events that occurred following her reunion with
Jerry seemed to pass before Ellen like a kaleidoscope, so many new and
rewarding experiences, such a rapidly changing scene. Life was so full and
so busy that the hardships were only a part, later savored and cherished like
the rest. Her judgment about Jerry proved to be correct, as the years went on
his indomitable courage and industry, his loving nature, and his unflagging
humor became a rallying standard, not only for her and her children, but for
a whole clan. The famine, and other dreadful events in Ireland, brought all of
the brothers and sisters of both Jerry and Ellen to America, along with a
million others from this small and beleaguered island with its many famous
sons and daughters.
Autumn of 1845 had already arrived in New York that day when
Jerry came back into Ellen's life. He had apparently been held in quarantine
for some time in New York or Boston. When the sickness was gone he was
put near the port for which his ship had originally been bound, since all
identification had been lost, along with his memory. They often speculated
in later years about what had become of his underwear with the $1500 sewn
in it, both money and underwear were gone when Ellen found him.
Ellen's skill as a seamstress, especially in fancy needlework,
supported them that winter, as Patty O'Flynn's contacts in the linen business
brought willing customers who were happy to pay a good price for superior
work. It is an ironic thing that two skills taught to her in a finishing school
for proper young ladies of good family in the old country were to prove so
important in this new life. The second of these was her knowledge of books
and her ability to read aloud.
As their family grew and the need for education became important,
they had little access to schools, as such. For the older children especially,
much of their education came from the daily sessions where she gathered the
family and read aloud. She stressed religion, but not to the exclusion of other
subjects, and the children grew with a good feeling for ideas and skills, as
well as morals. She taught religion both by rote, and by example that related
it to what they did and what they read. The effectiveness of her methods can
perhaps be judged by her results, she produced legislators and leaders in
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agriculture, education, business, and industry, who played a large role in the
development of the Midwest at the turn of the century.
As the winter of 1845-46 came on in New York the family
prospered, in a manner of speaking. Although they lived in the tiny shanty
where she found him, it had become a home. Under her care, flesh began to
appear to cover Jerry's bones, his eyes began to clear and his memory
gradually returned to him. By Christmas it was apparent that he was going to
fully recover, and this was their gift for that year. They had read enough
about New York before they came, and had seen enough of it that winter. By
spring, Jerry had located work as a farm hand at a farm near Poughkeepsie,
about 80 miles north of the city, up the Hudson River. They packed up and
moved into a small house there, and Jerry was ready to start his first work in
America. Those of us who are the descendants of this indomitable couple
owe them for many things, but it could well be argued that nothing that they
ever did was more important to us than their action of leaving New York
City. The life of the slum dweller of New York and Boston, that was the lot
of so many of the Irish, was put behind us that day.
Farming was a business that Jerry knew; he adapted quickly to the
much larger scale of this operation, and was fascinated by it. He quickly
became a valued employee as his strength and confidence returned. He and
Ellen came a long way in the process of Americanization in the 21/2 years
that they spent at Poughkeepsie. Their first son was born the second spring
there, but they tasted a heartbreak that was so common in those days when
John died, only a few weeks later. On August 15th in the second summer
another son, Richard, took his place, and this healthy youngster soon took on
a major role in the little family.
That fall (1848), a large project was announced to build a major
railroad from New York to Washington. A call went out for laborers to work
on this undertaking, which was expected to last for 3 years. The wages were
far higher than the farmers could pay, so Jerry and Ellen decided that this
was an opportunity for them to put together a nest egg that might enable
them to get a farm of their own. They moved back to New York and Jerry
undertook this new career along with a virtual army, mostly of Irish
immigrants like himself. The newspapers of that day credited the
superintendent of construction of that project with a remark that "these husky
Irishmen do more work in a day than the average man would do in two."
Ellen joined in too. During the long months of late spring, summer and
autumn the crews lived out of doors at the site in tents or dugouts. Ellen and
the children joined Jerry in this life and she set up what amounted to an
outdoor cafeteria, where she cooked for the large crew on an open hearth.
The family grew again with the birth of a daughter in 1849. At Jerry's
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insistence, she was named after her mother and baby Ellen joined Margaret,
now 7, Bridget, 5, and 1-year-old Richard.
By the time the railroad was finished in 1851 they had accumulated
enough money so that it seemed possible they might be able to buy their own
small farm, if they would leave crowded New York and look further West.
Another baby was coming so Ellen stayed in New York while Jerry took a
railroad trip to Chicago, to look at an area around this city which they had
read of and heard about. He returned triumphant in a few days, full of tales
about the opportunities there.
He had looked at a small farm not far from the Chicago River along
a road known as Archer Avenue. The farm was on the outside of the city, but
it would be too much to imagine that Jerry was able to foresee the explosive
growth of the city that would later engulf this small farm, and eventually
convert it into part of the Chicago stockyards. Chicago in 1840 had a
population of only 4470 people. By the time of Jerry's visit in 1851 this had
increased substantially, and it exploded to 109,260 by the time of the 1860
census. Such a growth was, of course, unheard of in Ireland or any of
Europe. It is doubtful If Jerry was able to foresee that purchase of their farm
would at once require, and make possible, another move to a larger place In
years ahead. Jerry saw a small farm, with fertile soil, within their reach
financially, that could support them. It was close enough to Chicago to give
advantages in educating the children, and in putting them close to neighbors
like themselves, to churches, and other aspects of the city. Ireland, after all,
was heavily populated and they had now spent six years In New York.
This move was not intended to be to an unknown wilderness, but to
a civilized place of opportunity. Jerry had also become a skillful teamster,
and saw an opportunity to have his own small business in this line. The
nearby canal would obviously create a lot of this kind of work. Ellen
accepted his judgment without hesitation, and soon they were on their way to
Chicago, arriving in time to exercise the option that Jerry had purchased. The
move was, to them, a coming of age. He was now 32, she was 30, the
children had reached the ages of nine, seven, three and two years old and
baby Dennis joined them on September 8, shortly after they arrived.
They were a mature family of seven now with their own home and
land where they might spend the rest of their lives. Much had changed since
those terrible days aboard that ship that brought them from Ireland, six and a
half years earlier.
Much had changed in Ireland, too. The land that they left behind
had suffered through the most agonizing tortures in its long and tormented
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history during those six years. The great promise for Ireland, that seemed to
be arising with Daniel O'Connell at the time that Jerry and Ellen left, had
been dashed to pieces and forgotten in the ravages of the Great Famine of
1845-49. O'Connell himself had died.
The potato famine of Ireland must rank as one of the greatest
tragedies of modern history and a ghoulish monument as to what havoc a
combination of government ineptitude and power can wreak. At a time when
Ireland was exporting food to the rest of the world, 10% of the population
was allowed to die of starvation and related effects, all in the name of
defending "laissez faire," an economic theory then in vogue among the
British bureaucracy. Few of the worst military atrocities in the violent
history of civilization could match what happened in Ireland, in the terms of
human suffering.
Bullets, at least, bring quick death. Famine, and the typhus that
went with it, left thousands of starving, deranged people wandering through
the country side. As conditions worsened, many of the dead lay in the
cottages with those still alive, while rats festered on their rotting bodies.
Attempts at mass burial eventually collapsed because those still alive lacked
the strength to organize and carry out the effort. Corpses were abandoned
everywhere, at one point in June of 1848 an inspector of roads near Clifden
in County Galway had to bury 140 corpses that he found along his route. A
justice of the peace, writing to the Duke of Wellington, described one hovel
that he had visited: "... six famished and ghastly skeletons, to all appearances
dead, were huddled in a corner on some filthy straw, their sole covering what
seemed a ragged horsecloth and their wretched legs hanging about, naked
above the knees. I approached in horror and found by a low moaning, they
were in a fever - four children, a woman and what had once been a man."
This was not a situation where a vengeful conqueror slaughtered his
captives or where a lack of discipline turned the weapons of war upon an
innocent civilian segment of the enemy's people. The British government
was the government of Ireland; the Act of Union in 1800 had united the two
kingdoms of England and Ireland "forever." The Cork "Examiner" of
November 2, 1846 editorialized as follows:
When the Queen at her coronation swore to protect and defend her
subjects, it is not recollected that in the words of the solemn
covenant there was any exception made with regard to Ireland.
The deaths occurred, not because of the enmity of the government
for the people, or even as a result of a total indifference, but more as
a result of a combination of ineptitude, misguided faith in economic
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theories, incredible egos and a general indifference to the plight of
the peasant.
The potential for such a disaster had long been recognized. The land
policy had reduced the peasants' sustenance to his small patch of potatoes the landlord took all other produce as rent. When the blight destroyed the
potatoes the people starved, while landlords continued to collect and export
the other crops. Widespread eviction resulted when the starving poor could
not pay their rents, and they were driven from their huts, which were torn
down behind them in an effort to consolidate these tiny plots into economic
units. A series of government programs often did as much harm as good, and
were eventually stopped altogether, while the famine went on. Many people
in England were appalled by what was happening; private charities made a
big effort to help, a great deal of relief money was raised in America and a
much larger amount in England. Some of the landlords also relented, stopped
taking, and even gave generously. Some of the government programs were
large enough in scope to have been able to substantially relieve the situation
if they had not been so misdirected and bungled. The failure of these
programs gave credence to the proponents of a "hands off of the economy"
policy and the government eventually left the starving to their fate.
The world has seen other famines, perhaps some of those were as
bad or worse, but it is doubtful if another occasion of starving in the midst of
plenty on a scale like this can be called to mind, at least without an "enemy”
population. It seems incredible that this took place in modern times, 75 years
after our Declaration of Independence.
A side effect was a mass outpouring of people by emigration.
Nearly 20% of the population escaped in this way, many to America, on
ships where conditions were often worse than those that Jerry and Ellen had
met when they lost their beloved Kathleen. Among those joining the exodus
were all of the brothers and sisters of both Jerry and Ellen, and a number of
her Whalen relatives from County Waterford as well. The Whalens came in
the years immediately following the famine and met Jerry and Ellen in
Chicago. Jerry's brothers and sisters came earlier and also made their homes
in New York for a period. His brother Patrick ended up as a lifelong
neighbor of theirs, farming nearby to them after they moved on to Iowa in
1867, and the two families and their children continued to be neighbors after
the migration to Dakota in the 1870's.
Jerry's younger brother, Thomas, and his sister, Ellen Scanlon,
settled at a place called Arlington, in central Illinois, near Peoria. Some of
their children came to South Dakota to visit in later years, and Margaret,
Thomas' daughter, stayed for three years, but connections with this part of
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the family became less frequent over the years. In contrast, we shall hear
more of the activities of Patrick's progeny later.
Of Ellen's family we have already mentioned her oldest brother
John. Next younger were her brothers Richard and Edward, who eventually
took their families to northeastern Kansas when that country was being
settled. Her younger brother Pearce, who was so close to her, disappeared
after leaving her house in Chicago on a dark and rainy night. His path lay
along the edge of the Chicago River and he was thought to have drowned, in
any event he was never heard of again. Ellen also had a younger sister,
Johanna Sinnott. One of Johanna's daughters, Mary Brassel, and her husband
joined the movement to Kansas by Richard and Edward, these families made
their homes near Atchinson, and nearby Effingham, in that state. In later
years a friend of Ellen Smith, one of Jerry and Ellen's granddaughters,
chanced to meet three nuns in Atchinson. All three were of the Whalen or
Brassel families.
n an effort to help keep in mind all of the people and relationships
mentioned above, a partial family tree of three generations of these Lyons
and Whalen families is shown in Figure 1 (Go to Figures on Website
page). Jerry and Ellen's parents in Ireland are arbitrarily designated as the
first generation so that Jerry and Ellen and their brothers and sisters are the
second generation and their children constitute generation number three.
Each person is given an identifying number since many names come to be
repeated in future generations.
The fifteen years spent on the farm on Archer Avenue ("the Archie
Road", as Jerry persisted in calling it all of his life), constituted the center of
their lives for Jerry and Ellen. They came there as an established married
couple in their early thirties with five young children aged nine and under.
When they moved on to Iowa they were getting into their late forties. Their
family had grown to ten children, even after the death of one of the twins,
and the older children were involved in lives of their own. They had
undergone an experience common to many parents, especially those with
several children.
When the children are young, the parents are center stage in almost
all activities of life; they are a necessary, essential part of virtually
everything that takes place. They earn the money, they do the work, they
teach, preach, comfort, protect, discipline and control. The parents ask the
questions, find the answers and make the decisions. This role, of being a
central figure, is a demanding, but a rewarding one that continues for years,
and often becomes second nature to the person who plays it. Children,
however, have a habit of growing up. They slowly become involved in
interests outside the home, where the parent plays a secondary role or none
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at all. This process takes place gradually, the accumulation of it often goes
unnoticed for a time, but a day comes for most parents when they suddenly
realize that their role in life has changed, many things are going forward
independent of them. A poem by A.E. Houseman raises this question of the
purpose of life and human activity in a few neat phrases.
Yonder breaks the morning light, The sun is up and so must,
To wash and dress and eat and drink, and look at things and talk
and think, and work - and God knows why.
The answer to the question he poses has been so obvious for so long
to most parents that they have forgotten there is such a question, at least as it
applies to them.
When the time comes for them to rejoin the human horde, a
substantial reassessment is often involved. Reactions differ, but it is one of
life's major experiences. Strangely, it seems to be no less gripping for the
parents who still have other, younger children, who need them equally as
much as the older ones did; or who have other demanding duties. Perhaps the
experience of having the older child grow up and leave carries with it the
realization that the younger one will do the same. Also, perhaps, the
responsibility of raising a child seems less awesome the second time around,
even though it should not.
Jerry and Ellen were close to all of their children, young and old,
but a special bond seemed to join Jerry to his older boys. This no doubt arose
from the customs of his native country, which were ingrained into him. As
we have said, Jerry and Ellen had, for the most part, avoided the ghetto
experience that most Irish immigrants went through, often for an entire
generation or more, after coming to America. The Irish immigrants tended to
congregate in ethnic communities in the eastern cities. To some extent, this
behavior both caused, and was caused by, the violent anti-Irish prejudice that
was common in America at that time. This prejudice and the reasons for it
were much discussed in the newspapers and magazines of that day. One
sympathetic article appeared in the North America Review of January 1841
entitled, "The Irish in America."
In the view of this author, the bulk of the Irish immigration was of
agricultural laborers who had been "rigidly excluded in former times from
improving by education his acknowledged quickness of Intellect" He found a
"pernicious addiction to whiskey drinking to be common among these poor
people." The well known reputation of the Irish for brawling is accepted by
this author who writes as follows:
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Goaded by the stimulus of ardent spirits, their natural excitability of
temperament knows no bounds. The memory of ancient feuds in the
old country revived by some chance word, they rush into conflict
with their fellow countrymen or in the words (scarcely exaggerated)
of the song, "Get drunk, meet their friend, and for love, knock him
down," and present to the amazed, amused, but disgusted American
spectators a scene unparalleled except between tribes in open
warfare, of the savage on their borders.
This was not Jerry's habitual conduct, but these were never-the-less,
his people, he was close to them and very much a part of the group. The
crews with which he worked during the years building the railroad were
nothing if not rough and ready, Jerry was as rough as the next, and,
occasionally, as ready. The fact that Ellen and the children were often with
him in those days had a restraining influence, but his sunny disposition and
ambition to get ahead did even more to keep him from being habitually
involved. Even with all of this, however, he retained some of the trait for
years, and occasionally "mingled with the mob" along with his brother,
Patrick, even after years in Chicago. When Rich and Dennis were old
enough, they and their cousin Dennis sometimes joined their fathers in these
episodes, and carried home their own share of black eyes and bruised
knuckles. Ellen forcibly suggested prayer and meditation in the aftermath of
these forays, and led these prayers with a great outward show of sorrow,
humiliation and censure, but under it all there seemed to lurk a hint that she
was Irish too.
Chicago was a time of growing, for Chicago, for Jerry and Ellen as
Americans, and for their family in numbers, as well as in many other ways.
Mary was born in 1853 to give the girls a 4-2 edge and Jer, who was to
become my grandfather, made his appearance in 1855. Kathryn (our beloved
"Aunt Kate" in later years) followed in 1857 and the twins, Elizabeth
Josephine and Sarah Jane were born on October 6 the next year, to great
rejoicing. They were everyone's favorite, much doted upon by their five
older sisters and universally known as Josie and Jane. Another tragedy lay in
store, however, when Sarah Jane died a few weeks later. In a way, the twins
died and were replaced by another baby - she was known as Lizzie from that
very day onward, for the 78 years of her life.
The girls were left with 6-3 advantage, which was restored
somewhat when the last member, our mother's famous "Uncle Will,"
checked in three years later, on February 3, 1861, just as the Civil War was
getting underway i_ South Carolina. This war, which profoundly affected so
much of America, did not directly reach into this family.
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Jerry was over 40 by then and the head of a large family, and so
was not taken, while Richard, as the oldest son, was still too young at 13. For
the parents, and even more for the older children, the years in Chicago were
the years that they would remember best as family years. The Lyons home
was an intensely busy place as this family of 12 grew up. Jerry ran his farm
and worked on the canal, the older children found work where they could,
while the younger ones helped with the farm and the house. Church and
school were big activities, as Ellen pushed both relentlessly, and continued
her very active program of "education for all at home." Relatives were
everywhere and friends as well, so that the house seldom passed a day
without visitors. Interaction between all ages and all types was continuous
and rewarding.
Whatever may be said about the lack of a high standard of living, or
of good formal education, of those days; it seems fair to admit that this
interaction was a most valuable educational experience which is sadly
lacking in our society today. The children of today are largely segregated
from adults, except for their classroom teachers and the make believe world
of movies and television. Even the parents are known in only a restricted
range of activities, usually dominated by those directed toward
entertainment. Even in poor families, the kids often grow up in an
entertainment orientated world, with an attitude of contempt for an adult
world that they don't participate in or understand, but which is their meal
ticket.
It is a poor training for life, where real satisfaction requires some
sense of accomplishment. Voltaire advised, "Let us work without theorizing,
it is the only way to make life endurable." He also expressed another idea:
"Work keeps at bay three great evils, boredom, vice and need." Boredom has
become, for our youth, at once their greatest problem and their badge of
aristocracy, an emblem of "cool" Much of the experience of the world cannot
be learned in the classroom, it needs to be learned by associating with those
undergoing the experiences, both the winners and the losers. Poor Richard's
almanac has it that "experience keeps a dear school, yet fools will learn in no
other." Another observation is that "experience is a hard teacher because she
gives the test first, the lesson afterwards." Yet we now seem to have
institutionalized these dangers. The segregation is equally bad for the adults,
for the loss of perspective that it imposes on them - they see only half a
world. One could well argue that many of the ills of modern society are
rooted in this problem.
By the time that the family was ready to move to Iowa in 1867,
Margaret was 25 years old and Jerry and Ellen had acquired their first sonIn-law, Timothy Kane. The Kanes had established a Chicago home and he
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had a good job and bright prospects in the city. As it turned out the Kanes
lived a happy and full life in Chicago. A daughter of theirs, Nell Kane, who
bore a striking resemblance to her Aunt Mary, later became a secretary to
one of the most famous lawyers in U.S. history. He was Clarence Darrow,
who was admitted to the Ohio Bar in 1878 and came to Chicago in 1887.
Darrow eventually devoted himself to political and labor cases exclusively,
and served in the Illinois legislature. In his most famous case he opposed a
perennial candidate for president of the U.S., William Jennings Bryan, in the
famous "Scopes Monkey Trial," where the Issue was the teaching of
evolution in the public schools of South Carolina.
Daughter Ellen also stayed in Chicago when the family left, later
joined them in Iowa for a short period of time and then returned to Chicago
where she married James Coughlin. This family (Coughlins) joined the
Whalen families moving to Kansas, and lived there for a period, but
eventually settled In South Dakota - more of them later. This reduced the
size of Jerry and Ellen's family to 10 when they settled in Winneshiek
County, Iowa, near the Minnesota border, about 50 miles West of the IowaIllinois line, in 1867. The 1870 census roll shows them there with Jerry
"farming," Ellen "keeping house," Rich and Den as "farm laborers," Mary
Catherine and Elizabeth "attending school," 16 year old Jeremiah "at home"
and no entry after the names of 9 year old Will or 25 year old Bridget.
The same census page shows Jerry's brother Pat, also a farmer at
age 50, and his second wife Johanna. His first wife, the former Mary Dalton,
had died previously and he was remarried to the pipe smoking Johanna, who
had children of her own after two previous marriages. There were eight
children in this reconstituted family - Dennis, Margaret (Maggie), and Katie
who were Pat's children, and Bridget, Patrick and William who were the
children of Pat and Johanna. William died as a young man and Patrick never
married, while Bridget became Mrs. John Delany in later years in South
Dakota. Maggie became a teacher, and also never married, while Dennis and
Katie will play a later role in this story. The census taker valued Pat's real
estate at $2000.00 and his personal property at $800.00.
Other Irish families in the neighborhood included the Harringtons
and the Horens. These two families were closely related since Mary
Harrington was a Horen. She had immigrated from Queens County (now
again known as Leix), Ireland, with her family about the same time Jerry and
Ellen came over. Mary was a young girl of six at that time. They settled in
the area around Rome, New York, where her father, Patrick, along with
thousands of other Irish immigrants, worked on the Erie Canal and other
canals that provided a water route from the Atlantic Ocean, via the Hudson
River, to the Great Lakes at Buffalo, New York, on Lake Erie. These canals
were one of the major engineering achievements of that day, and had a great
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influence in shaping the history of the United States, since they opened the
door to the West.
The construction crews were virtual armies, and the Immigrant Irish
constituted a major part of this force, so the Horen family was part of a large
transient Irish community that shifted back and forth across New York. They
went from Schenectady to Buffalo and from Lake Ontario ports around
Rochester in the north to villages as far south as Penn Yan in Yates County
and Nunda in Wyoming County. Another of these Irish families was the
Harringtons, John and Mary. Their son John was born on October 25, 1832
when they lived in County Kerry in Ireland, and they had come to the United
States somewhat earlier than had the Horens. The two families met as part of
the canal community when Mary was 15 years old and John was 20. It was a
case of love at first sight and they were married a few months later, on July
4th, 1853, after much agonizing on the part of the parents about the fact that
she was only 15 years old; although a very mature and hard working girl
"whose generous nature won the love and esteem of all."
John and Mary had the dream of moving west and becoming
farmers in a new land, with the comfort and dignity of a permanent home
and neighbors, for life in the canal community was often boisterous and
crude. It was to take a long time, nine years In fact, but they eventually
achieved their goal in 1862. After three years of marriage, their first child
was born, a son Morris. Two years later, in 1858, Mary Ann, who was to
become my grandmother, joined the little family and baby Margaret came on
the scene the year before the move to Iowa. John was 30 at the time, but as a
farmer and as the head of a growing family he was not called into military
service.
When Jerry and Ellen moved in as neighbors, John and Mary had
already been farming their place for five years. Their family continued to
grow; the page of the 1870 census that shows the families of Jerry and Ellen
Lyons and Patrick and Johanna Lyons also lists John and Mary Harrington.
By that time their family had increased to one son and five girls; as Annie,
Lizzie, and Sarah joined the family. Two years later, in 1872, sorrow came
with the death of 11 year old Margaret, but the family continued to grow as
Katie, and then, later, a second Margaret came along. Altogether seven girls
were born to the family with Morris, the oldest child, as the only son. It was
often to be said of him that he was somewhat spoiled by all the attention that
he got from the arrangement, his younger sisters tended to wait on him hand
and foot. A partial family tree for three generations of the Harrington-Horen
family is shown in Figure 2 on Website.
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Other Irish families also lived in the community and it was a close
and happy neighborhood. Most of the parents had been born in Ireland but
had been in America for 20 or 30 years, while most of the children were
American born. The old ways of Ireland were falling by the wayside in this
community, although kept alive by the tales and stories from the older
people. Jerry was especially good at this, and old enough now that nostalgia
made him long to visit the old country, even though his parents had died and
all of his brothers and sisters were in America. His story telling talents
became even more famous in still later years, when grandchildren began to
appear.
The Lyons and Harrington families were very close, both
geographically and spiritually, although the Harrington family was
considerably younger. Morris, the oldest Harrington child was only three
years older than Will, the youngest of the Lyon's family, while Margaret
Lyons was 16 years older than Morris. Mary, because she had married so
young, was seventeen years younger than her neighbor Ellen. Taken
together, the children of the two families ranged over 30 years. The oldest
Harrington and the youngest Lyons children were about the same age and
two marriages between the families resulted from this. For Jerry and Ellen,
after the first few years of establishing their home and the farm, Iowa
became a time of starting to "let go." For one thing, the days of saving and
scrimping to send money back to the old country were over. This habit was
widespread among the Irish immigrants; the hardships that they suffered to
accomplish it won the grudging respect of even their severest critics.
The "Nativist" sentiment that had been so strong in the East, and
found its political expression in the Know Nothing party, had been subsiding
for some time and was virtually nonexistent in this farming community
around Burr Oak, in Winneshiek County, Iowa. For the parents, it was the
first time in their lives when racial and religious conflict had not played a
large role in their community. It was difficult for them to realize that it had
only been 70 years since the day when Irishmen, selected at random, were
being tied to posts and whipped to death all through Ireland; and only 25
years since a million of their countrymen had starved to death for the want of
government that cared about them.
For the young people of the families, these events were far off and
lacking in reality. Their lives were in this 1870 Iowa farming community and
they soon began to overshadow the parents. Farming was changing rapidly
as machines began to supplement men. These tracts of land were huge when
compared to the tiny plots in the old country, and new ways of thinking
about how to farm were necessary. These new ways came more readily to
the young men and women than to their parents. New ways of living, new
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ways traveling and education and government made every day an adventure.
The Lyons and Harrington children joined in and led. Both Rich and Den
were destined to spend many years in local, state and national government,
and their Involvement In community affairs started early. The implement
business was a symbol and a result of the revolution in agriculture. Rich,
Den, Ellen, and her husband James Coughlin, and Jer and Mary Ann all went
into business as farm implement dealers at one time or another.
The Lyons household became the teeming meeting and talking
place, of what seemed to be a host of energetic, capable, involved young
adults and their many friends and sweethearts. The younger Lyons and
Harrington children joined in, listened and followed the example while Jerry
and Ellen kept the old way alive and made them all feel wanted and
welcome. These were wonderful and full years with their own problems and
tragedies, such as the death of young Margaret Harrington and the
debilitating illness that was overtaking Mary Lyons, but on the balance they
were years of growth, as the families took over major roles in their
communities.
Marriages in the Lyons family began to come thick and fast.
Margaret had already married Timothy Kane and stayed in Chicago when
the move to Iowa was made. Ellen stayed with them at first and then joined
the family in Iowa for a period and then returned to Chicago again where she
married James Coughlin. John Rei, who served in the thick of the fighting
with the Union Army during the Civil War, returned to the Iowa community
around Burr Oak. John soon became a frequent caller at the Lyons farm; he
and Bridget were married in 1872. Another Irish family in the neighborhood
was Mr. and Mrs. Jeremiah Shea. Their daughter Jane was a very popular
girl, especially with Richard Lyons, and they were married the next year.
This was to be the end for awhile until Dennis Lyons and Catherine
Fitzgerald took their vows in 1877.
One of the topics of conversation that was discussed repeatedly was
the opportunities opening up in the new land to the west, in Dakota
Territory. Nebraska had become a state the year that Jerry and Ellen came to
Iowa, but all of the land north from there to the Canadian border, and lying
west of Iowa and Minnesota, was still mostly unsettled. The Homestead Law
was finally passed under President Lincoln In 1862. The law provided that
anyone who was a citizen or had declared his Intention to be a citizen and
who was a head of a family could get title to a quarter section (160 acres) of
public land by settling on It and cultivating it for 3 years or by doing so for
14 months and also paying $1.25 per acre, or $200.00, for the quarter
section. Another provision of the law In Dakota set up by acts of congress in
1873, 1874, and 1878 allowed the settlers to win another quarter by making
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specific number of tree plantings on it and caring for them adequately. These
were officially called Timber Culture Certificates (TC's), but universally
known as Tree Claims, among the settlers. The lure of this land was a real
attraction in the Burr Oak community since the families were large, and the
children were turning into adults who needed a farm or a place to work.
Eventually it was decided to send forth an exploration expedition,
much as Patty O'Flynn had traveled to New York 35 years earlier. The Horen
family (Mary Harrington's parents) had also moved to the Iowa community
from New York, and the interest was strong among that family, as well as in
the Patrick Lyons family. The Harringtons were too young at this point for
an immediate interest. Various factors came into play and plans were
changed several times but the day finally came in 1874 when they were
ready to set off.
The party consisted of four men and the mode of travel was by
covered wagon. Two of Jerry and Ellen's sons, Richard and Jer, then aged 26
and 19, were included in the party. Rich had married Jane Shea the year
before and she was pregnant with their first child, who was to be a daughter,
Ellen. The parting of these newlyweds under this situation was a difficult
experience but they were both agreed that the new land was the place for
them to build their future. Jane stayed with her parents and this was to be the
beginning of many close contacts between the Sheas and their grandchildren.
Jer, at 19 and unmarried, was not qualified to homestead. He went
through a sense of adventure and a feeling that this was the place for his
future, as well as to help his brother Rich.
The Horen part of the expedition consisted of a father and son
combination. William, at 58, was to attract a good deal of attention after the
expedition hit the trail. People that they met along the way often expressed
surprise that they would embark upon such an expedition with such an "old"
man. A series of jokes and rejoinders came to be developed by the party of
four on this subject; it did much to lend an air of frivolity to the whole
ambitious undertaking.
William was, in fact, a tower of strength on the whole trip. He had
come from Ireland to work on the canal system in New York before
eventually moving on to Iowa. His son Patrick, age 24, 12 years younger
than Mary, was engaged to be married and the Horen part of the expedition
was primarily directed toward finding a home and opportunity for that
upcoming family, but William was quite an adventurer himself, and
eventually was to die and be buried in Dakota at age 72.
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Finally, the great day was at hand, preceded by many goodbyes and
parties and a final session of prayer organized and led by Ellen. The
departure was from Jerry and Ellen's farm, where dozens of friends and
relatives were gathered to see the expedition off. With food and provisions
stowed, equipment packed aboard, horses saddled, or harnessed and hitched,
William sat in the driver’s seat, and all was ready - except that Jer was
nowhere to be found. Knowing his love of a joke, many of the group
suspected that something was afoot, but what?
They had not long to wait to find out. Jer soon emerged from the
barn bearing a long white canvas banner, which he ceremoniously attached
to the back of the covered wagon. With that, William shouted up the horses
and off the expedition went. The last sight of them that day was the white
banner on the back of the wagon with its message:

Where we're going
or how we'll fare,
no one knows,
and damn few care.

**************************************
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Ye Emperors, Kings, Dukes, Marquises, Earls, and Knights, and all
other people desirous of knowing the diversities of the races of
mankind, as well as the diversities of kingdoms, provinces, and
regions of all parts of the East, read through this book.
MARCO POLO
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Chapter IV
ON TO DAKOTA
The expedition moved west, generally along the Iowa side of the
Iowa Minnesota border, and gradually further south, headed toward the town
of Vermillion, Dakota Territory. Vermillion and Yankton were the first two
permanent settlements in this part of the country and, when Dakota Territory
was organized in 1862, the two towns were contenders for the Territorial
capital. Dakota Territory included all of what are now North and South
Dakota as well as parts of Wyoming and Montana. Yankton won the honor,
with the understanding that the University would be located at Vermillion.
This was later done, and the University of South Dakota is still located there.
Among other things, the Territorial Government had located a court and a
land office at Vermillion. The land office was the attraction for our party;
they wanted to get a firsthand account of the land situation before they
moved on. They had done a considerable amount of reading before they left
home and had concluded that Lake County, which was in the second tier of
counties west of the Minnesota border and whose center was about 40 miles
Northwest of Sioux Falls, would be a good place for them to look.
In contrast to most of Dakota, Lake County was blessed with
several sizeable lakes. The land was gently rolling and fertile, and enjoyed
more rainfall than the comparatively arid region of central and western
Dakota. Although the first white settlers had only come there five or six
years earlier, prospects for growth looked good. A railroad was planned for
construction soon, which would link the county with Minnesota cities and
Chicago and the county had officially been organized as a county in 1873. A
town of sorts had been started by one of the larger lakes; both the lake and
the town had been named Madison by an early settler from Madison,
Wisconsin.
This town proved to be temporary; it was later dubbed "Old
Madison" after the town was "moved" a few miles in 1880 to intercept the
railroad, which became a reality in January of 1881. Rich argued that Lake
County would soon become a busy place, as more settlers moved in to take
advantage of the opportunities offered by the railroad, and the thousands of
acres of fertile land to be had for the asking under the Homestead Act. The
others agreed that he was probably right, and that they should get established
soon, so that other members of the family could follow. Their purpose in
stopping by the Land Office in Vermillion was to get a firsthand account of
the situation in Lake County, and of the "rules of the game", as far as claims
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were concerned.
As it turned out, the visit confirmed their previous ideas, and they
headed north toward Sioux Falls, which is about 15 miles west of the
Minnesota -Iowa - Dakota border junction. Sioux Falls has long been the
largest city in South Dakota, but at that time it had not even yet been
incorporated as a village. Some squatters had settled there in 1856 but were
run off by Indian raids, and the Minnesota Indian uprising in 1862 continued
to discourage settlement. A military post was established at Sioux Falls in
1865, and settlement gradually followed, leading to incorporation as a
village in 1877, and eventually as a city, in 1883. Sioux Falls, when our
party reached it that summer in 1876, was basically a frontier settlement, and
the visit there did much to help the four adventurers get a taste of the flavor
of their new land. The railroad had come to Yankton In 1873, and was
headed west toward Rapid City in the Black Hills, when the discovery of
gold in 1874 had caused an influx of population, but Sioux Falls and the
territory on north was untouched by this.
Although this seemed logical it had an air of unreality about it in
1876, as the party of four with their covered wagon moved across a trackless
prairie for whole days at a time without seeing another person. Three weeks
after they left Jerry and Ellen's farm near Burr Oak, Iowa, they camped for
the night on the shores of Lake Madison, where they stayed for a few days to
talk, investigate and explore on horseback. It was hard to say what the
population of Madison was at that time; there were perhaps 100 "permanent"
residents and about as many transients. Housing ranged from tents, sod
shanties and log cabins to two or three frame buildings, many of the
transients lived in and around their wagons, as did Rich, Jer, William and
Patrick. It was a bustling, busy place with freight haulers, shop keepers,
Indian agents, railroad surveyors, county officials, merchants, doctors,
lawyers and settlers, each intent upon his own business.
The evenings were filled with visiting around a fire, and this was
the newspaper of the day. It was an exciting adventure on a new frontier,
even for a veteran of several previous major moves like William. For 20 year
old Jer, it was like an entrance to a new world, and to manhood. After a
week in Madison he knew that this was to be his life. For Rich, at 28, it was
an opportunity to be grasped - an unlimited opportunity to grow and lead
with this new land. His life as a boy in Chicago, working with a large crew
of men on the canal, etc., seemed far behind and a confining sort of
existence. Life in Iowa was good, but the opportunities were limited, and he
now was a family man with a wife and child to think of. Here in Dakota he
was on the leading edge - who knew what opportunity lay ahead? If we stop
here for a moment, and peek into Rich's future in Dakota, we may well echo,
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"who indeed?" In the fifty and more years of life still ahead of him, Rich was
destined to become one of South Dakota's most influential leaders. In
Vermillion, in Sioux Falls, and now in Madison he met several men who
later came to be well-known Dakota leaders, and lifelong friends to Rich.
The land in this area, though mostly unoccupied, had been surveyed
by U.S. Government surveyors in the years following the Civil War. The
procedure was to divide the land into square parcels, six miles on a side,
called townships. Each township contains 36 square miles of land, called
Sections. The east west lines are continuous, like parallels of latitude. The
north-south lines cannot be continuous because of the curvature of the earth,
and these lines jog to the east or west as one crosses some township
boundaries while traveling north or south. The area between two north-south
lines is known as a "Range," and a particular township is designated by the
number of its Range and number assigned to the township within that Range,
e.g. Township 15 South, Range 20 East would be 15 townships, or 90 miles,
south and 120 miles east of an established reference point, which is the
intersection of a "base line" and a "principal meridian."
Survey within the townships came later and marked the corners of
each section. These markers usually took the form of a buried boulder, for
permanence, plus some external stake for convenience. The sections were,
and still are, numbered in a peculiar fashion which starts with section #1 in
the northeast corner of the township and proceeds west so that #6 is in the
northwest corner and #7 is immediately below (south of) #6. The numbering
then proceeds to the east so that #12 is immediately south of #1 and #13 is
immediately south of #12. Proceeding on in this back and forth way, Section
#36 ends up in the S.E. corner and Section #31 in the S.W. corner. A section
(or square mile) contains 640 acres of land, the sections are further divided
into Quarters, which contain 160 acres, and this was the normal tract
conveyed to the homesteader or other land owner. We shall see later, for
example, that Jer was to become the owner of the southeast quarter of
section 8 (SE 1/4 Sect8), where he was to build the house that still stands
there.
As Rich, Jer, William and Patrick explored this vast area during
those summer days in 1876, there were few people to be seen anywhere.
Close In around Lake Madison and Lake Herman, there was considerable
evidence of settlers that had arrived before them, and had set their stakes in
certain quarter sections, thus laying a claim to that land. The claim was to be
"proved" later when the claimant had fulfilled the requirements. Claims were
also to be registered to protect the claimant, and failure to follow this
procedure led to some conflict situations. It was common for people to stake
out a claim and then leave for months, or even years. An incident of this kind
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is related in Ole Rolvaag's, Giants in the Earth.
Rolvaag was a Norwegian immigrant who became a professor at St.
Olaf, In Northfield, Minnesota. His son, Karl, was governor of Minnesota
during the 1960's. "Giants" is a story of Norwegian immigrants who settled
in the area north of Sioux Falls during this same era. Although fictional, it
makes very interesting reading for anyone interested in this history, and in
learning what it was like to homestead in Dakota. The book was originally
written in Norwegian, and later translated into English; this gives it a unique
style. Perhaps our party met Per Hansa and Hans Olsa on their trip from
Sioux Falls to Madison. If they did, we may be sure that they conducted
themselves infinitely better than did the party of Irishmen that Rolvaag
describes.
After much exploration, investigation, and discussion, our explorers
reached the consensus that the area immediately around the lakes, while
desirable, was not really available to them. The surveyor's meander line
around the lake had created a number of smaller parcels immediately
adjacent to the lake, and these would have to be combined with larger
parcels further away to make good farms. Much of their land had already
been claimed, and not all of it looked to be good crop land.
They all had in mind the idea that others of the families would be
following, so they were interested in an area where they might be able to
establish a community. Although the lakes offered some advantage as a
reliable source of water for livestock, there were also many smaller bodies of
water, sloughs, scattered about the country. Their reading on this subject had
convinced them that wells and windmills would be the ultimate solution, and
that lake water would likely be irrelevant to a farming operation in this area.
Accordingly, they broadened their search to the west and north where there
were very few claims staked, and almost none that were occupied.
After a week of this they narrowed the search to Township 1 08N,
Range 52W, an area about 1 0-15 miles north of Lake Madison, and lying
just to the east of another lake, later called Lake Badus. These townships
were later set up as governmental subdivisions and were given names, and a
governing body known as the Town Board. This particular township was
later named Nunda Township by a settler (and county commissioner) named
Fleming, who had come from Nunda, Vermont. A town was built there years
later (in the early 1900's, when the railroad came through), and the town is
also called Nunda.
The land in this area was gently rolling and well drained; the rich
black topsoil was mostly 12 inches thick, or even more. Most of the sloughs
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that did exist were well defined, so it did not appear that flooding would be a
major problem in wet weather. There were relatively few rocks or boulders,
and it appeared to Rich that a team of oxen with the new type of breaking
plow could make fairly short work of getting this land into production.
Finally, in August, the decision was made. Rich would file on the S.E. 1/4 of
Section 15 and also plan on getting the S.W. 1/4 with a tree claim. The plan
was that other members of the Lyons family would come soon, to claim land
in the rest of Section 15, or other land nearby.
Patrick and William Horen, meanwhile, had become greatly
attracted to Sect. 34, which was 3 miles due south of Sect. 15, as the reader
can attest from his mastery of the numbering system described earlier.
Patrick filed on the N.W. 1/4 of Section 34 and later also claimed the two
quarters north of that. He later married Catherine and their home was built in
Section 34. Their seven children were born and raised there, and continued
to live there all of their lives. These "Horen Girls" were close friends of my
mother and of others of our family, none of the Horen children ever married
so there are no descendants. The entire family lies buried together in the
cemetery at the Badus Church. Lucy, the last to die, passed away in 1957.
When the claims were staked and the papers filed, the party hurried
back to Iowa. In this respect their homesteading venture was to be much less
demanding than that of Per and Beret Hansa, who suffered so much in that
terrible first winter in Dakota. Even so, things became harrowing enough,
and, as Jer said, "there is no prize for making things harder than they need to
be."
After the joyful reunions were done, a family get-together was
planned to describe in detail what the adventurers had seen, found, and done;
and to start plans for the future. The meeting was held at Jerry and Ellen's
farm. For them, and for Jerry's brother Pat, it must have born a striking
resemblance to an earlier occasion, 35 years before, in Ireland, when Patty
O'Flynn returned from America with news of the new country and the
prospects for the linen venture.
On this pleasant Fall day in 1876, Pat and Johanna were there,
along with Pat's son, Dennis, who was one of the most excited about the
venture. Dennis, now 23, had come to be known as "D.P." to distinguish him
from Jerry and Ellen's Dennis, (D.A.), now 25. D.P. was farming with Pat
and interested in a certain Emma Collier, who lived in the community. She
was not at the meeting but her father, Christ, was and it was apparent from
the look in his eye that he did not, in any way, consider himself as too old to
pull up and move. The Harringtons were there, partly because they were next
door neighbors and partly because Mary was a Horen. The O'Sheas, as
Rich's parents-in-law, were on hand and vitally interested in the venture,
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since it directly involved their daughter and granddaughter. Fortunately, they
could not look ahead to the tragedy that was to follow a few years later.
Perhaps most interested of all were John and Bridget Rei. Bridget,
who was a baby during the voyage from Ireland, was now 30, and she and
John had been marriedfor4 years. They also had a daughter, Nan, born two
years earlier, so Nan Rei and Ellen (Nelly) Lyons, daughter of Rich and
Jane, were the very popular beginning of the next generation, and were
receiving lots of attention at that time. Actually, Margaret Kane's daughter,
cousin Nell, was older, but the Kanes still lived in Chicago, while Nan and
Nellie were immediately underfoot in Burr Oak.
Like Rich and Jane, John and Bridget had an immediate need for
land on which to start a home and farm for a family already in existence.
Before the night was out, the plan was hatched. When Rich went back to
Dakota the next spring, John would go with him to help Rich get started in
breaking the land and building the "claim shanty" to live in. While he was
there, John would stake and file a claim to the N.W. 1/4 of Section 15, the
same section in which Rich was claiming the south half. As canny Irishmen
they were not above looking for an unorthodox plan to satisfy requirements
which seemed to be arbitrarily imposed. Their idea was to build the claim
shanty at the exact center of the section. In this way it would be possible to
use the same house to homestead all four quarters.
Rich and Jane would move there first, but not immediately. First
the men would go to Dakota in the summer to break the land, plant crops,
build buildings and get the tree claim started. The families would stay at
Burr Oak, living with the grandparents. Jer would also go with the party to
Dakota Territory, first to help his brothers and brother-In-law, and then to
stake out a place of his own. To accommodate a farmstead site at the center
of the section, Rich and John even entered into an unofficial, "gentleman's
agreement," by which they put a jog on the north-south line that divided east
from west in the north half of the section. The north half of that line was
moved 10 rods to the east and the south half was moved 10 rods to the west,
leaving the quarters with 160 acres, as always, but with a different shape.
Although there were many problems and setbacks, and one major
tragedy, this plan, for the most part, eventually became reality. The
community around the Plymouth Rock Church near Burr Oak, Iowa saw
many of its members, both young and old, pick up and move to Dakota;
many of them to the Nunda community. It is interesting to stop here and look
at this situation from the point of view of each of the children of Jerry and
Ellen, as it must have seemed to them that evening in 1876. Margaret, then
33, had been married for about 8 years and continued to live in Chicago with
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her husband and growing family. She had never lived in Iowa and the
proposed move to unsettled Dakota Territory must have seemed dangerous
and foreboding to her. Bridget was 32 and vitally interested, as we discussed
earlier, and Richard at 28 was the prime mover. Ellen (27) was closely tied
to Chicago also, and had returned there to live with Margaret after living in
Iowa for a period of time. She no doubt would have been very surprised if
she could have somehow learned that the future of herself and James
Coughlin, who she met and married in Chicago, was also to be in Dakota,
but that is the way it turned out. Dennis, then 25, saw a great future ahead for
himself right there in Iowa, and this indeed is what happened.
At the time of the meeting, Dennis had become very involved in his
own life there in Iowa. He and Catherine Fitzgerald were scheduled to be
married later that month and this ceremony took place at the Plymouth Rock
Church on September 25, 1876.
Mary (23) was already in falling health and was to die at home four
years later. Kathryn and Lizzie, then 19 and 18, did not relate strongly to the
move one way or the other at that time, but both of them also ended up in
Dakota. Kathryn moved there with the husband (Maurice Harrington) that
she married in Iowa, and Lizzy went to Dakota to visit, after working in
Chicago as a clerk for the Pullman Company. She apparently liked it there
for she stayed on, clerking in her brother's store, and then met Patrick Finley
and was married in Dakota. Will Lyons, at the time of this meeting in 1876,
was a boy of 15 who had already become Jerry's indispensable farm helper
as the older boys had moved away. He was an outspoken, enthusiastic
youngster, ready for anything and had a "hell-bent-for election" style that
was unique within the family.
Will was already showing a love for farming, horses and big ideas,
and he took in the proceedings of that autumn evening with utter fascination.
It was as if Huck Finn had suddenly realized that he had a chance to join,
and perhaps organize and manage, the California Gold Rush. Jerry and Ellen
had raised children who were, for the most part, conservative in manner but
adventurous in spirit. Jer and Will were exceptions to the conservative trait.
Jer had a sunny, even tempered, outgoing and friendly disposition while Will
was a colorful extrovert. The whole family shared Ellen's appreciation of
education and study, and they all were innovators par excellence; a trait they
shared with both parents.
It was, of course, one thing to form such a plan; quite another to
carry it out. Nunda was a long way from Burr Oak and the idea of
homesteading by commuters presented many problems; financial and
otherwise. Rich and John had young (and growing) families at Burr Oak,
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equipment and supplies, trees and seed, oxen and horses were all needed.
Was it really possible? Where could they find work in the winter months in
Iowa? Could they safely leave supplies and equipment in Dakota? Could
they get there early enough in the spring mud? The next spring saw them
ready, and the expedition moved off to face a long, hot and hard summer
with many disappointments. Over the winter the expedition had gained
another recruit. Dennis (D.P) had had a long talk with his father, Pat Lyons,
and they had concluded that the farm in Iowa was too small to support the
family in the future. Dennis wanted to marry soon and the family was
already large, including Pat and Johanna; D.P.'s sisters, Katy and Margaret;
his half siblings, Bridget, William and Pat; and his stepsisters, Maggie
Carberry and Mary Quinn. Pat and Dennis decided that the break had to be
made; Pat would manage the farm alone somehow, William and Pat were old
enough (11 and 13) to help, Dennis would join the Dakota expedition to
search out and claim land there.
It was a weary and crestfallen party that returned to Iowa with the
animals that fall. Plans to move the family to Dakota the following spring
obviously had to be put off, and as it turned out, put off still again another
year.
Meanwhile, at Burr Oak, death had struck another blow to the
Harrington family. After 12 year old Margaret's death in 1872, John and
Mary had another daughter, born in 1873. It was natural that the family, still
grieving the loss of this happy child, should name the new baby after her;
thus baby Margaret had joined that clan, giving 16 year old Maurice six
living younger sisters. John had become one of the most successful farmers
in the Burr Oak area. With Maurice now old enough to be a major helper, he
had purchased another 100 acres of land, immediately north of the church
and 1-1/2 miles south and 1/2 mile west by road from the home place. He
was a hard working and highly respected member of the community and he
and Mary were very happy with their large family dominated by little girls.
In January of 1879, John became ill and died unexpectedly, leaving
Mary, at age 38, with a large farming operation to run and a family of seven,
including Maurice (20), Mary Ann (19), Annie (14), Susan E. (Lizzie) (10),
Sarah (8), Katie (6), and Margaret (4). Fortunately, Mary brought many
strengths to this awesome responsibility. She was a very popular person in
her community, much loved and respected by all of her children, friends and
neighbors. John had worked hard so that she inherited a going concern.
Maurice was in early manhood and able to handle a lot of it, and her Horen
cousins and uncle were big farmers in Bluff ton Twp., about 5 miles to the
west, they could be counted on for advice and assistance to some extent.
As we know, however, her uncle, William and her cousin Pat were
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deeply involved in the Dakota operation, leaving her cousin Dan with his
hands full in Iowa. Cousin Catherine was also moving off to Dakota with her
husband, William Tobin. Mary was close to her neighbors, Jerry and Ellen;
in fact, the court later appointed Jerry as guardian over the younger children
for the purposes of some land transactions. On John's death, title to part of
the land passed to the children and the object was for them to deed their
Interests over to Mary. Viewed from this distance, it seems like a great
tribute to Jerry to be chosen for this task, when one considers that his busy
life never yielded him enough time to learn to read and write.
Mary continued to operate the farm and to raise her young family
there. She was to die there in 1897, still comparatively young at 57, after 35
years of life on the farm that she and John bought when they came from N.
Y. in 1862. She had been a widow for 17 of these years. By tragic
coincidence, her oldest daughter (and my grandmother), Mary Ann, was also
to be widowed with a farm and family of small children. Mary Ann raised
her family and lived on her farm as a widow for 50 years. Mary's obituary in
the local newspaper in 1897 tells us that she was survived by her "aged
mother" as well as by the children named above. More of them later.
By the fall of 1878 the operation in Dakota had become too
complex to abandon for the winter, so they traded off to arrange for someone
to stay all winter. The bulk of that duty fell to Jer.
Dennis, (D.P.), had taken to Dakota Immediately that first summer
and had set up to claim land In Sections 22 and 23, adjacent to and south and
east of Rich's claim. He and Emma Collier had been married the following
winter; the wedding took place on January 3, 1878 at the Catholic Church in
Decorah. It was back to Dakota again the following summer for D.P., who
had a unique relationship with Dakota Territory, since it was also always
abbreviated as D.T. Thus, the land records In the courthouse in Madison,
South Dakota, show that D.P. Lyons, Lake Co. D.T. made TC entry on 21
May 1878 for N.E. 1/4 Section 22, and that he made final proof of this claim
on 24 April 1891.
Finally, in the spring of 1879, they were ready, and Rich and Jane
Lyons prepared to move their little family off to Dakota Territory. Actually,
the family was no longer so small. Nellie, who was only one when the
covered wagon expedition departed on that fateful day, would soon be 5, and
old enough to remember. In later life, as Mrs. Frank Smith, she was to recall
some episodes related to that departure.
Priests have used the expression "the pious Irish." That
designation fitted Grandma Lyons very well. She was truly pious. My
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first recollection of her was on Good Friday, 1879, the Lent before we
left for Dakota Territory. It was her custom to gather the family
together and have them remain kneeling while she led the prayers from
12 to 3 p.m. on Good Friday. Uncle Will was working in a field not far
from the house. As she told someone to call him in, Grandpa said, "The
spring is late; leave him in the field" but he came in. I was sitting on
my father's chair. He remarked to Grandma that I would not be able to
kneel. Her reply was, "Let her try." Sleep soon ended that devotion.
Grandpa observed many customs of the Irish, too. On Easter Saturday
he baked eggs for us children in the hot wood ashes on the hearth. He
warned us that we must be up in time to see the sun dance as it rose on
Easter morn. To this day, I awaken for sunrise on Easter. Nowadays,
nearly all Christians observe Easter by early devotion. Also Aunt Mary
Lyons was the member of the family between the older and younger
groups. I remember her as we called to say goodbye to Grandpa and
Grandma Lyons and their family when we were leaving for Dakota
Territory In 1879. Aunt Mary had heart trouble and dropsy. She was
sitting propped up in a rocking chair with each foot on a pillow. Her
feet were so enlarged as to be nearly beyond recognition. That was just
before May 1st and she died in mid-July. Nell Kane was the one who
looked so much like Aunt Mary.
The family had been living with Jane's parents, Mr. and Mrs.
Jeremiah Shea, during the years of getting the Dakota homestead established.
Nellie now had two sisters, Mary Loretta (3) and Jennie (1) so they were a
family of five. They set off in April along a trail that had, by now, become
familiar to Rich. For Jane It was a leap into the unknown, away from the
home in their secure and close community that she had known all of her life.
All went well and they arrived at the homestead on May 1st, 1879, to be
greeted by Jer, who was most happy to see a familiar face, and John and
D.P., who had returned earlier in the spring. The homestead now included
several buildings and the farming operation for the year was already well
under way.
The arrival of Jane and the children seemed to symbolize the start of
a new era for what was to be the Nunda community. The Horens were hard
at work 3 miles farther south and the Flynn family was getting set up in the
next section north. A group of Swiss settlers was moving into the next
township to the west. This township, and the lake there, were to get the
name, "Badus", from this group, and the Irish and the Swiss together would
establish the Catholic Church and cemetery that are still there. Although the
church is closed, I assume that the charter for the church from Dakota
Territory still hangs in the sacristy, as it did during my brief career as an altar
boy there in the 1930's.
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The supposed claim of the Swiss to have established that church
was one of the very few topics that could get my mother's dander up, she
cited various facts and figures to prove beyond doubt that it was set up by
the Irish and that the Swiss joined in later. By that time, most of the Irish had
left while the Swiss had stayed on and multiplied, so I think she had an
uphill fight. By 1879, many other settlers were coming to look or to stay,
including the Norwegians, who eventually became the majority. The
expected arrival of the railroad in Madison, which materialized in 1881, was
doing a great deal to attract people.
At the center of Section 15, there were more immediate concerns.
With three little children to care for and three hard working men to feed,
Jane had little time to be homesick for Iowa. She had brought a considerable
load of furniture and household goods with her and she set out at once to
attempt to transform this crude shanty into something that would bear some
resemblance to the home that the family knew in Iowa. Although the shanty
would do for the summer, Rich had already started construction of the "Big
House", a wooden structure near the road along the south edge of the farm
that was to become a landmark as the first two story house on that prairie for
many miles around. Besides all of this, she was pregnant again and the
family had high hope that he baby expected in the fall would be a boy, to
join his three sisters.
Already the mother of three, Jane pooh-poohed the idea that the
birth would present any problem. Children then were mostly born at home,
and often with only the assistance of a midwife, but Rich was quite
concerned because the network of experienced support that existed around
Burr Oak was absent here, and doctors and midwives were both scarce. They
made the best arrangements possible under the circumstances and hoped for
the best.
It was a summer that seemed to fly by, yet last an eternity. There
was so much activity crowded into each day that it was gone before you
knew it; but looking back to events a week or two old seemed like looking
back through ages. Indeed, by evening, even the morning of that long
summer day seemed far behind. For Rich and Jane, it was an idyllic
existence. They had now been married for six years, and this was their first
real home of their own. Their relationship with the Shea's had been filled
with love and respect from all sides, but still, there was nothing like this and big plans were in the air for the future. The plan was to finish the new
farmstead and move in the Fall, when the farm work slacked off. Rich had
hoped to have the new house ready before Jane and the children came to
Dakota, but it was not quite finished.
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Those plans came to a crashing end in September. The baby came;
the hoped for boy, but the birth went badly, very badly. After more than a
week of agony, death took Jane, and baby Jeremiah also died. Their deaths
are noted in a publication of the South Dakota Historical Society,
Department of History Collections, Volume 20, page 456. Jane's age is given
as 25 and the cause of her death as "fever", while Jeremiah is said to have
died from anemia. The information, according to this publication, was
gleaned from the 1880 census.
Tragedy was common for the pioneers, and perhaps we imagine that
it was less tragic for its frequent occurrence. Surely they had the capacity to
turn their thoughts and efforts to the living, rather than to the dead. They also
appear to have had a stronger faith in the hereafter than generally exists
today. This perhaps did something to cushion the blow. Logically, if the
survivors are convinced that the deceased is happy in heaven then there is
really no occasion to sympathize with the deceased for being deprived of the
joys of life. The survivors, on the other hand, have suffered a real loss and it
is toward them that one's sympathy should be directed, buttressed by good
deeds.
This argument, while logically compelling, seems to discount some
instinct within the human animal to feel sorry for the departed for losing the
opportunity to continue to participate in life. Admittedly, this emotion is
mixed with another which causes one to feel sorry for the survivors, (himself
included) for losing the pleasure of the company of the person who dies.
There is a strong third aspect of all of this. The death of another brings home
to each of us his own lack of immortality and calls into play his strong
instinct for self-survival. Virtually no one goes willingly to death.
Philosophize as we may, we cannot really know what thoughts
were in Rich's mind after this tragic event. Beyond a doubt he had
compelling duties to the living; to his three little girls, now motherless, to the
Shea's, to attempt to comfort them for the loss of their daughter, and to the
Lyons family for the continuation of this venture that much of the family had
invested so heavily in. His decision was to take Jane's body back to Iowa.
She was buried in the cemetery at Plymouth Rock Church near Burr Oak,
where they had been married, and which had, for many years, served as the
center of the Irish community. There, her tombstone is still prominent in that
cemetery. Her obituary was in the local paper.
DIED. Madison, Lake County, Dakota, on Wed. October 8, 1879,
JENNY, wife of Mr. RICHARD LYONS; aged 25 years. The deceased
was a Winnesheik County girl and few had warmer friends than
JENNY SHEA. She left here for a frontier home last spring only. She
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returned, dressed for the grave, last Saturday. Her funeral on Sunday,
from Plymouth Rock Church, was the largest ever held in the locality.
Over a hundred teams joined in the last tribute of respect to her
memory. She leaves three little children to console her bereaved
husband.
Rich took the children back to Iowa also, and they again returned to
the familiar home with their Shea grandparents. It was agreed that Rich
should stay also, and seek work in that area. His brother, Dennis, as we have
said, was married to Catherine Fitzgerald three years earlier, and these two
had their sights set on a career in business in nearby Cresco, Iowa, about 15
miles S.W. of the Lyon's farm. Rich was also very interested in business, and
farm machinery was beginning to revolutionize agriculture at that time.
Interestingly enough, both of these brothers eventually became politicians as
well as businessmen. Den was a member of the state legislature in Iowa, and
Rich was a delegate to the constitutional convention when South Dakota
became a state, was state chairman of the Democratic Party in that state for a
number of years, was mayor of Vermillion, S. Dak., and was generally quite
influential in South Dakota politics.
With this much settled, Rich turned his attention to the Nunda farm.
Fortunately, by then, he had satisfied the homestead requirements and was
able to gain full ownership of the land. After hurried but careful discussions
with John and Bridget and with Jer, they decided that the next step of the
grand plan should get underway at once. John and Bridget made hurried
preparations to depart for Dakota Territory that same fall, and moved into
the shanty where Jane had done so much to make a home. John had already
filed on the N.W. quarter and so, in moving in, they were fulfilling the
residence requirement. Their daughter, Nan, was now six and she and Nellie
Lyons had eagerly resumed their friendship when Rich and the children
returned. This reunion was short lived for them because Nan was soon on the
way with John and Bridget to live in the house that Nellie had so recently
left. These two were to have many more reunions as their lives went on.
With the work done that fall, and the Reis firmly installed on the farm, Jer
returned to Iowa for the winter, perhaps feeling that two lonely Dakota
winters were enough for a young man of 24.
At this time (Autumn, 1879), Jer was really the Dakotan of the
group. He had gone there the youngest and first and stayed the longest.
Although he had been back to Burr Oak on quite a few occasions, his return
home for that winter was really somewhat in the nature of a homecoming.
Home was much changed from what it had been before the day that he
attached his famous banner to the back of the covered wagon. Mary had died
the summer before. Margaret, Bridget, Richard and Dennis were all married
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and had families of their own. Ellen was also married, having lived with
Margaret in Chicago where she met and married James Coughlin, and they
had moved to Kansas to join the Whalen and Brassel families there.
Lizzie had also gone to Chicago to live with Margaret, who ran a
boarding house there. Lizzie had taken employment as a clerk and worked
for the Pullman Company. Who was left at home after this exodus? Only
Kathryn (22) and Will (18). Actually, even Kate was home only
occasionally. She was helping with housework in some of the homes around
the neighborhood as the "hired girl" most of the time. For the most part the
household had come to consist of Jerry, Ellen and Will; a great change from
the old days in Chicago and the early years in Iowa. This is not to say that
the place had become lonely.
The Irish were very clannish; many neighbors were close and the
nearby church was a hub of activity. Pat and Johanna still lived nearby and
Harringtons, on the adjacent farm, were close friends. As a matter of fact, the
Harrington connection had a good deal to do with Jer's decision to spend the
winter at home. The Harrington children were growing up too. Maurice had
been a pupil in a school taught by Jane Shea before she married Rich Lyons,
and he was now 21. More importantly for Jer, Mary Ann Harrington was
now 20. These two had been the exclusive members of a mutual admiration
society for many years, although he was 4 years older than she. There had
always been a bit of an understanding between them, but never anything
definite.
Jer had not been putting his heart and soul into the Dakota venture
solely to help his older brothers. He had empire building ideas of his own,
and Mary Ann played a big role in these ideas; but time was moving on. He
well knew that he wasn't the only one interested and one other young man
caused him particular worry. His real project for the winter of 79-80 was to
be the winning of Mary Ann. For him, the time had come to put his cards on
the table. They had a great winter and it was plain that, in spite of her
customary reserve, she was as much of an adventuresome pioneer at heart as
he was. He was really surprised when he came to realize this; he had thought
that the hard part would be to sell her on the Dakota venture, but it seemed
that this was turning to a plus instead of a minus.
Still, Mary Ann was not finally won on that trip. When he returned
to Dakota the next spring things looked promising but still not definite. It
was apparent that it was difficult for her to give up some of her other
options. Being nothing if not determined, Jer came back and had another go
at it the following wint9l'. By then he was beginning to wonder which was
the main attraction; Jer Lyons or Dakota. By the spring of '81 they were both
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convinced that they wanted each other and Dakota and they were planning
glorious plans when he left again. I'm glad they decided it that way because I
think I was lucky to get them as grandparents.
Jer had picked a good winter to be in Iowa, the winter of 1880-81
was known ever after as "the hard winter' in Dakota. The calendar still
showed October when the first blizzard howled in. Others followed, and an
accumulation of 11 feet of snow resulted, blocking many areas from food or
fuel for months. Devastating spring floods followed, demolishing dams and
mills; practically the whole town of Vermillion was carried away. The raging
river cut a new channel, miles away, leaving the town cut off from the river.
The good thing was that all of the sloughs were filled, and subsoil moisture
built up, so that several years of bumper crops followed. Dennis Lyons, Reis,
Tobins, Horens, and other families that spent that winter in Dakota were
never comfortable with the weather again.
The wedding was set for February of '82 and Nellie (Lyons) Smith
recalls that she was walking on the road with her teacher, bound from Sheas
to school one morning, when Jer came down the road with horse and buggy.
He stopped to visit and told them that he was on his way to the county seat in
Decorah to get the wedding license, for a ceremony to be held at that same
church a few days later, on February 4th. The wedding, held on a Saturday,
became a major celebration for the community, and was an event of
especially great significance for Mary Ann's mother. At 44, after three years
of widowhood, she was watching her first born daughter move on. It was as
though, after 25 years of an Intense, uphill, although satisfying, struggle, the
top was suddenly in sight - what was beyond?
For the young people, such reflections on the past and future could
hardly compete with the present, although the ceremony did give special
honor to the memory of John Harrington. Maurice Harrington served as best
man for Jer while Maggie Lyons, (Pat's daughter and Jer's cousin), did the
honors as bridesmaid. Mary Ann appeared in a brown brocaded wedding
dress, Father Brogan performed the ceremony, and the celebration at the
Harrington farm only paused briefly for mass on Sunday morning. The
wedding was a happy/sad event for Mary Ann's best friend, Amy Schneider.
Amy would miss her friend, but they had always known that the world
would move on and that this was their destiny -and - such excitement! She
selected her wedding gift with great care, a kerosene lamp. The base was
ornate, with a picture of a boy sitting in a cart hitched to two dogs. He was in
for quite a ride because the dogs were in hot pursuit of a rabbit.
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Less than two weeks later, on February 17th, Jer and Mary Ann left for
Dakota. The nature of the trip had changed a great deal in the six years since Jer had
first embarked upon it. "New" Madison was now a reality, and was served by the
railroad from the east. Madison had a hotel, the Reis and D. P. and Emma were
established on the farms at Nunda, and could meet them. Since D.P.'s sister had been
maid of honor at the wedding two weeks earlier, there was a special bond. John and
Bridget had added a room to the claim shanty on the N.W. corner the first summer
there and it was now relatively commodious. The big project for John and Bridget
was to build a new home in the N. W. corner of the section, that farmstead still stands
today, home of the Demeray Family. Previous to the time that Demerays bought it
(about 1940), It had been occupied by Reis and then by Nan and her husband Ed
Coffey, and later by their son Joe, a great favorite of myself, and of my parents and
brothers and sisters, in the many years that we knew him.
When Jer and Mary Ann came to Dakota on that February day in 1882, Reis
had already moved out of the much improved shanty at the center of the section, and
Jer and Mary Ann moved right in, as family #3, one might say. They were there as
visitors rather than as homesteaders. Three of the quarters were owned by Rich, and
Rets owned the N.W. quarter, as well as the S.W. quarter of the next section to the
north, section 10. One hears many stories about claim jumping, etc. and is apt to think
of this era as highly competitive and on the edge of violence. Actually, such a picture
seems to be quite misleading in Jer's case, at least. It is said that he had staked and
filed a claim on one section but, when he came there to make further plans, he found
that another family had moved in and occupied the place. With characteristic good
humor he abandoned his claim to them and claimed, instead, a second place, that had
been previously claimed by another party who had abandoned it without proving up
the claim.
Jer's new claim included two quarters (S.E. 1/4, Section 8 and S.W. 1/ 4
Section 9) and was a mile west of Rei's new house. A sketch map of Nunda and part
of Badus Township is shown as Figure 3 on Website, to make it easier to visualize
the relationship of these various locations. It was a choice spot, Jer felt, envisioning
that roads would come to be laid out along the section lines, forming a giant
checkerboard of the county. In fact, trails were already forming there, as crops and
fences began to take over the land. Most of these roads were eventually graded. Jer's
land in Section 8 sloped gently upward to the Northwest, away from the section
corner, so that the top was nearly a quarter mile away. As he and Mary Ann looked at
it together, they envisioned a house and farmstead on that hilltop, from which one
could see almost all of the 320 acre farm. A granddaughter, Mary Genevieve
(McDonald) Olson, writing in 1984, described her memories of the eventual result as
follows:
Some of the most pleasant memories of my childhood are associated with
Grandma (Mary Ann Harrington) Lyons. For the first twelve years of my life we
lived on the farm across the road from the Lyons home place. Following the
fence lines and skirting the slough, it was an easy, half-mile hike across the
fields from our house to hers. Often I walked "up to Grandma's" and she would
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come to meet me calling, "Ta, Ta," as soon as we were within hearing distance.
When the fields were muddy or filled with snow, it was easier to take the longer
route on the road. We'd walk past the fascinating mailboxes mounted on a large,
horizontal wagon wheel that turned to allow the mailman to service several
families at one stop. Then we'd go through the grove of trees to her square,
white, two-story house at the top of the hill.
For me this house and my grandmother's life there held a romantic appeal as I
pieced together the history from tidbits of overheard, adult conversations. The
young couple, Mary Ann and Jeremiah Jerome Lyons, came to South Dakota
from Iowa to homestead with his relatives. After a time Jeremiah, nicknamed
Jerry or Jer, built this house. Standing on a high point on the prairie, it was
visible for miles. People came from long distances to see "Mary Ann's house,
“for in its time and place it was truly grand. Downstairs was a pantry, a
"country" kitchen, bedroom and living room with a large picture window.
Upstairs were three bedrooms and a room intended for a bathroom which never
materialized. Typically, there was the long porch across the front of the house
and the "shed" on the back. In the early years, my grandmother lived in fear that
Indians would come to their Isolated home. In fact, the closest Indian activity
was at Lake Herman, about fifteen miles away - too close for comfort!
In addition to the house, there was a large red barn which combined horse
barn, cow barn, hay loft and a large shed for young stock. They also built a hog house
of the latest USDA design with the south roof lower than the north one, and a row of
windows along the top, for ventilation in hot weather and sun in the winter. An
upright tile silo was eventually added south of the barn. The house, silo and hog
house still stand there in 1990, but the house is in very bad condition. Think of how
exciting it must have been to build this place in land that had seen nothing but
gophers, buffalo and Indians before--It still thrills me vicariously.
Of course, it did not happen instantaneously. When Jer and Mary Ann
moved in there were 7 quarters of land involved; 2 of Rels, 3 of Rich's and 2 that Jer
was laying claim to. With Jer and John being the only men on hand, they were badly
undermanned. They were able to hire some help during the summers of '82 and '83
but it was apparent that they were not going to be able to do all of the things that they
thought should be done.
Meanwhile, things were happening in Iowa as well. Jane had been gone for
four years now and the children were at ages 5,7 and 9. Rich's ventures into business
had been quite successful, and the success that he and Den were having did a lot to
make the rest of the family realize that there were things other than farming. Rich was
still greatly interested in Dakota, but now he saw it as an opportunity in the business
world, working with farmers as well as being one. His personal life was taking a turn
for the better too. He and Sarah Donlon had become engaged and they were married
on June 30, 1882. In a sense, this continued a tradition. We have said earlier that Jane
Shea, Rich's first wife, had been a school teacher and that Maurice Harrington was
one of her pupils.
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Sarah, a cousin of Jane's had attended college in Decorah and was a
classmate of Hamlin Garland, who became well-known as a writer on Dakota, and
other subjects. She became a teacher and, again, one of her pupils was the same
Maurice Harrington. Sarah taught the school in Burr Oak for a time, one of her pupils
there became well known in later years as Laura Ingalls Wilder, author of The Little
House on the Prairie, and a number of other books. Laura and her family eventually
settled in DeSmet, South Dakota, only a few miles north of Sarah's home in Carthage.
Interestingly enough, that community was to produce another famous Dakotan.
Harvey Dunn, born on a farm between Manchester, DeSmet and Carthage in 1884, is
well known as an artist. Many of his works depict South Dakota scenes, perhaps The
Prairie is my Garden is the best known of these. Laura Ingalls' sister, Grace, was his
aunt by marriage.
Rich's children were delighted to have a mother again. They enjoyed their
new home in Cresco but Rich and Sarah were anxious to start a new venture in
Dakota, as well as to have children of their own. In September of 1883, immediately
following the wedding of Kate Lyons and Maurice Harrington on the 18th, the
children again took leave of the grandparents, and the family departed for Dakota
Territory; but this time for Carthage, a town about 40 miles west of Nunda, where
Rich had made arrangements to set up a mercantile store, handling everything that the
farmer needed. For the Lyons family, this made the 3rd wedding to be held in that
church in 20 months, and 2 of these were Lyons Harrington unions.
Nellie, now 9, was very anxious to visit again with her cousin Nan, so it was
arranged that she would stay at Reis until Christmas, while the rest of the family got
settled in Carthage. These were great times for the two girls and they were frequent
visitors across the field to visit Jer and Mary Ann. Nellie rejoined her family in
Carthage at Christmas, but the next summer she returned to Reis for another visit and
a great surprise. When she arrived, who should she meet but Jerry, Ellen and Will.
It was apparent that this was more than a visit. Jerry and Ellen were in their
sixties now, and Will was 23. The Iowa farm had always been small and hard to
work, especially as new equipment appeared that gave the farmer the power to
increase his production. There was a general consensus of opinion that farm
operations had to get bigger to remain competitive. Farm land in Iowa was expensive
and it would be hard for Will to get started on his own, while in Dakota there was an
urgent need for help in both labor and management.
On the other hand, the Iowa farm was too much for Jerry alone without
major investment in bigger equipment, and he was 65 years old. His neighbor on the
north, John Hanlon, had a need for more land for the same economic reasons, so
Jerry's farm was of great interest to him. Hanlon was a lad of 18, his father, Edward,
had built quite a modern farmstead close to the road and just across from Jerry's land,
while the house and farm buildings on the Lyons place were old and primitive, it
would be no great loss if they were demolished. If he could buy Jerry's land and add it
to his, Hanlon would end up with his farmstead close to the middle of the enlarged
farm, and also next to a good road, an ideal situation for him. Thus, they had been
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dickering, and Jerry and Ellen wanted to get up to Dakota to look at the territory that
they had, by now, heard so much about. They made a deal with Hanlon to handle the
farm for the summer and the three of them set off for Nunda.
One can imagine the thoughts that were racing through their minds as they
moved toward their destination. For the old pioneers, they were looking at their 4th
move, and it had to put them back to those days, 40 years before, when they prepared
to load aboard that ship, with babies Margaret and Bridget and with Kathleen
O'Flynn. What an astonishing life they had led since then. Now here they were, on
their way again and now they would be the visitors to Bridget's house in a new land.
For Will, he was at last on his way to something that had never really left his mind
since that autumn evening, more than 8 years ago, when, as a boy of 15, he sat in on
the council while the great plan was hatched.
Once in Dakota, Will joined in immediately with Jer and John, while Rich
visited often and handled much of the business. Will soon moved in with Mary Ann
and Jer while Jerry and Ellen stayed at Reis. For the most part, Jerry stayed out of the
farming operation. An effective partnership was being forged among the younger
men, and the pace was hectic, as they expanded with more horses, more machinery
and more hired help. Jerry and Ellen enjoyed their grandchildren, studied the
operation, helped in emergencies and explored the country by horse and buggy. They
spent a lot of time looking at Jer and Mary Ann's land to the west and discussing these
plans with the younger couple.
When Jerry and Ellen returned to Burr Oak later in the summer, Will stayed
on, and, in fact, never did return to Iowa after that, except for brief visits. Jerry and
Ellen talked at length with Pat and Johanna about what they had seen, and both
families set about liquidating their Iowa property and preparing for the move. This
took some time, and the actual recording of the deeds was not done for some years
later, as often happens, but the land records on file in the court house in Decorah
show that Pat's place was deeded over to Armstrong on December 26, 1890 for
$1,550; and that Jerry's place went to Hanlon for $2,500 about a year later (12 Nov.
'91). For the Hanlons, it must have worked out well; they continued to operate the
combined farms as a unit for almost a hundred years. When I visited the farm, in
1983, Brian Hanlon had retired to Cresco. I talked with him there and found that he
was a grandson of the John Hanlon who had made the deal with Jerry. There was no
visible sign of the old farmstead where Jerry and Ellen had lived and Brian said that
he had no memory of any remains of such a place, so it must have been demolished
and plowed over before he was born, or when he was very young.

** ** * ** ** * ** *** * ** ** * ** ** *** * *
Where would we all be today if Columbus had headed south, for the Cape of
Good Hope; or if Washington had sided with the Loyalists; or if Jer and Rich
had stayed in Iowa? So many roads, not taken, where would they have led?
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Chapter 5
PRAIRIE KINGS AND QUEENS
As we enter the last 15 years of the 19th Century, the transfusion of the Burr
Oak Irish to Dakota Territory is in full swing. In addition to the community at Nunda,
our main focus, and the Miner county contingent around Carthage and Howard, which
we will touch on again later, we should mention the Dakota families established by
three more of the Harrington girls; Annie, Lizzie and Sarah. All three married
husbands from the Burr Oak area; Bernard Fleming, John Mullaney and Phil Roche.
John and Bernard were cousins so these families were doubly related. The Roches and
the Flemings settled in McCook County, in the area around Salem and Canistota,
about 50 miles S.W. of Nunda. We are indebted to Annie's daughter, Claudia McCart
for some fine accounts of life there during the period 1891-1910.
The Mullaney's came to Nunda, and were later quite successful in the grain
elevator business in the Sioux City and Sioux Falls areas, many of their descendants
are still there as Mullaneys, Ashfords and Gleasons. A member of this family who
was particularly well known to the public was "Fred the Fixer", who advertised his
business in Sioux Falls by that title for many years. The Roche's had six children plus
an adopted daughter, but many of them died in early childhood. "Bud" and Isador
were the popular remnants of that family for many years. Neither ever married and
both are gone now. There were six Fleming children. Four of them raised families; the
names are Fleming, Lewis, Scott and McCart. Both Scott girls live in California. The
McCarts lived in Sioux Falls, and mostly still do; Lyle Lewis lived with them after his
mother died in 1930. He was an only child and was about 15 at the time. To hear
Claudia tell it, there was nothing to it. "Earl moved over in the bed, I added more
water to the soup, and he fit right in." The McCarts are a colorful family, and were
frequent visitors to the Nunda area during the 1930's and 40's. We will speak more of
them when we reach that era.
Who was left in Iowa after this exodus? Of the Lyon's clan, only Dennis,
(D.A.), in Cresco, and his large family. Of the Harringtons, Katy Walsh and Margaret
Soelfohn spent their lives there (actually at nearby Harmony, Minnesota) and Mary
Harrington continued to live on the farm until she died in 1897. This is not to say that
the area was depleted of Irish. Horen's, Roche's, Fleming's, Shea's, Fitzgerald's,
McCabes, Donlon's, Whalen's and many others continued to abound there. In the mid
1930's, after Katy Walsh and Louis Soelfohn died, Margaret and John Walsh were
married, to everyone's surprise.
I remember them being at our house, probably in 1936. There. was some sort
of party or something. Lots of people there - and my brother Dean got sick. Mother
was upstairs getting him cleaned up and to bed and Margaret came up to help or lend
moral support. A short time later, everyone else was downstairs when I came out of
his bedroom and found this grey haired little lady, who I had never met before, alone
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in the upstairs hall. She was kneeling at the staircase railing, saying a prayer for my
brother's speedy recovery. It must have made quite an impression. That was more
than fifty years ago, yet the memory is very clear. Perhaps, as a namesake of, and a
replacement for, a popular older sister who had died as a child, she felt some special
responsibility for her fellow human beings?
The move of the old folks to Dakota seemed to change the complexion of the
booming community there. With all of the generations on hand, the frontier attitude
began to drop away rapidly. Pat and Johanna were able, in 1889, to get the original
patent (from Benjamin Harrison) on the NE quarter of section 18 when the first
claimants defaulted. They lived there for about a dozen years, Pat sold the place to J.
A. Deragish in 1901, after Johanna's death, and that family still lives there today. A
schoolhouse, known in our day as the Deragish school, was constructed by the
crossroad at the northeast corner of the farm; my mother knew it both as a student and
as a teacher.
When I started the first grade there, in the fall of 1929, a new and "modern"
building graced the old schoolyard. It still had only a single classroom for all eight
grades, but it boasted an indoor chemical toilet and a basement with a furnace, and
smelled of sweeping compound and chalk erasers - our first taste of a modern,
industrial, America. It was a short lived taste in my case, because we moved the next
year, and the Dahl school was the typical older one room; a small entry, a pot bellied
stove, and outdoor toilets with a woodshed, across the yard.
We have a precious picture, taken in later years, of Johanna sitting In front of
that house, contentedly puffing on her cob pipe. (See Photo Album Section on
Website). Son William had, in 1884, purchased a farm that John Fitzgerald had
homesteaded, a mile further north, while son Patrick stayed with Pat and Johanna and
was, in fact, the principal operator of their place. He had a hired man, James Grubbs.
Katie and Maggie lived there also and the 1900 census shows them all there, Katie
and Maggie still single in their mid thirties; and also shows daughter Bridget and
husband John Delaney farming nearby. Maggie and Katie also decided to get into the
land business, and purchased the quarter section across the road to the east. This later
became the Pat Clair farm, when Katie became Mrs. Pat Clair. Maggie, a school
teacher, died in 1906, in her early 40's.
Son William had suffered an early death from typhoid in the 1890's, and Pat
and Johanna ended up by purchasing that place also, in an "all family" transaction
(Dennis was the seller, as administrator of William's estate). These were busy times.
Pat and his progeny were characteristically informal about dates; census records give
an appearance of precision about such matters that will not withstand close scrutiny.
The census of 1870 shows this same family in Iowa, so we can compare, and there are
great discrepancies in everybody's reported age. Pat, in fact, appears to have somehow
survived the intervening 30 years while aging only 13, other variations are more of
the order of 5 years, everybody is younger in 1900 than the 1870 census would
indicate that they should be. Experience shows that dates on tombstones are also
notoriously unreliable; stones are often placed many years after the burial.
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Jerry and Ellen closed up their business in Iowa more rapidly than Pat and
Johanna did, and became Dakota residents in the spring of 1885. They were still
looking around, trying to decide where to live, etc., when Andrew Kettleson came
around, taking another census that year. Ellen had been spending most of her time at
Bridget's, so she was counted in with John, Bridget and Annie Rei, but Jerry had been
helping with work at Jer's place so Andrew included him in there, along with Jer (30),
Mary Ann (25), Bessie (2), and Will (25). A hired man, John Tucker, was also on
hand.
Margaret Kane, in Chicago, had by now heard so much about Dakota that
she decided to get a look at this for herself. She and Tim had six children by now.
Nellie, at 15, was already showing the adventuresome spirit that later prompted her to
become a legal secretary for that famous civil rights lawyer, Clarence Darrow.
Margaret hired a lady to care for the boarding house under Tim's supervision,
gathered up Nellie and the two youngest children, and set out for a few months in
Dakota. She wasn't quite ready to take Etta(3) and Willie(2) to stay at the farmthought that they would be in the way too much there anyway so they found a place to
stay in Madison, and the census taker counted them in along with everybody else.
Photography had recently become affordable, so four of the surviving Lyons girls;
Margaret Kane, Bridget Rei, Ellen Coughlin, and Kate Harrington; took advantage of
the occasion and had their picture taken together, the result is shown in the
photograph section, and has become something of a family treasure. Perhaps it bears
witness to the rigors of pioneer life, Margaret is the oldest but both Ellen and Bridget
look older on the photo?
The Dakota visit was a great success. Since Margaret was already married
when Jerry and Ellen moved to Iowa, she had never been a part of the close knit
Plymouth Rock church community near Burr Oak. For years, she had heard of these
people, but she had never met most of them at all. Now, she was meeting them all in
Dakota- on new ground, so to speak - and it was thrilling for her. What an adventure!
For Nellie, it was great too, but in a different way. She was less interested in the
relatives than in Dakota itself- what a contrast to the city life that she had always
known. She was not, Nellie decided, a frontier person herself; she liked Chicago and
was more than excited about the life that lay ahead of her there. Even so, she was
delighted to have this opportunity to participate, and glad that she had the aunts and
uncles, cousins and grandparents, that made it possible. This thought returned to her
often as she made her way through the busy life still ahead of her in 1885.
Other Irish families from the Iowa community had settled in Madison, and
Jerry and Ellen considered the possibility that perhaps they should do likewise. Ellen
was turning 64, forty-five years had now passed since the day that she had wandered
through that meadow overlooking the sea at Dungarvan, and thought about life. The
pace of those 45 years had taken its toll, failing health was such a nuisance, she
thought. It was, indeed, a "nuisance", but there was more in her thoughts. Her body
was perhaps stumbling and falling behind a bit, but her mind was racing nimbly
ahead. Ellen was still the same Ellen. Well- - no, not really the same Ellen - too much
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had happened for that. But Ellen was still Ellen. She reckoned that, for the first time
in her adult life, her role was no longer on center stage, at least not in the play that she
had guided so successfully for these 45 years. She was pleased with her new
supporting role, and Intended to play it to the hilt, but she wondered if she could be
thinking of something else as well.
It was still a big role, if done properly, she knew. With all of her surviving
children except Will now married, she had families of her own in three states to be
concerned about. The education of her grandchildren was of major concern,
especially for those in primitive Dakota. Much had happened here, but, still, it was
really a frontier life, there were still to be winter nights ahead that she would spend
twisting hay for the fire. Would these busy parents find or take time for the all
important task of reading properly to the children, and for religious instruction?
She was generally pleased with the results that she had achieved with her
own children in this respect, and she knew many other children who had not had this
advantage. She would have to watch carefully, she decided, and be prepared to deal
diplomatically with any problems that might appear.
One good thing, Jerry was a treasure around the grandchildren. A favorite
time for him, with them, was at Easter, on Easter Saturday he would bake eggs for
them in the hot wood ashes on the hearth, and warn them to go to bed early, so that
they could be up in time to see the sun dance as it rose on Easter Morn. Ellen did not
entirely approve of such activities. The sun was known to be larger than the entire
earth, enormously larger, like an elephant compared to a flea. It could not possibly
dance, on Easter morn, or at any other time. Tales like this were common in Ireland,
and represented some hold over of the superstitions and credulity of a pagan past.
But, as we have mentioned, and as Ellen well knew, the statue of St. Patrick
on the hill of Tara marks something that could only have happened in Ireland, the
Gaelic culture merged into the framework of Christianity. If it’s good enough for St.
Patrick, thought Ellen, why should I complain. Besides, Jerry was so good at it, the
children's eyes fairly shown (as did those of their grandfather). Perhaps there are
times when a simple, easily understood falsehood is more useful than a complex,
incomprehensible truth? Did Jerry himself take these tales seriously? Even after 45
years, Ellen honestly did not know.
There were other problems too, Ellen was concerned about Kathryn's
marriage - a very serious matter, she thought. They had all realized that Maurice had
grown up with eight adoring younger sisters who waited on him hand and foot, and
that Kate had an independent streak, so it wasn't altogether a surprise. Fortunately,
Mary Harrington was a very level headed and effective ally; together they could
perhaps do something to help. Ellen also felt a need to lend morale support to her
nieces in Kansas, life in the church was rewarding, but hard, she felt, and the Sisters
had little access to outside support. Theoretically, of course, they didn't need it, but
still - -.
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But these were, it seemed to Ellen, secondary roles. What was her primary
role now - or did she have one - or need one? She and Jerry seemed to be more
independent of each other than they used to be, she thought that this was natural. She
didn't feel especially close to Pat and Johanna now, they had been close while the
children were younger, because they had so much in common, but that was past now.
Jerry still enjoyed their company a great deal, and she was glad that he did. Ellen
went out of her way to be sociable with her in-laws but, in truth, she had a longing for
something intellectual.
Johanna could neither read nor write, and had never shown any interest in
learning to do so, she wouldn't be much help. Ellen vaguely wished there was
someone that she could discuss this with, but she didn't even understand it herself
very well. Religion was very important to her, as it always had been, she could
possibly immerse herself in that more. In the old days it was common for people to
express their religious interest by withdrawing from the world to a life of deprivation,
isolation and contemplation, but she knew that this was not her way, people were a
big factor in her religion.
Jerry and Ellen spent a lot of time at Reis, but eventually decided that they
should have their own place, and did some looking around. There were still many
good farms available in the township. A lot of them were for sale, as the
homesteaders that had claimed them decided against staying. Others were inactive,
claims that had been staked but not proven. Jerry and Ellen looked at these carefully,
but they had another idea too, perhaps they should live in Madison. Jerry, at 65, did
not really want to start a new farming operation on his own, it would have to depend
heavily on his sons for help and equipment, and his farm would really be simply an
extension of their present operations. Was this really a good idea? Another approach
would be to live in Madison, and to spend his time helping on the boy's farms as
needed, and as he was able.
With the advent of the railroad, Madison was booming, in a modest way.
Newspapers had been established, and were busily promoting statehood, although
most people had little interest in the project. There was even to be a short lived
boomlet to set up the state capitol on the east shore of Lake Herman. Hotels and
livery stables were very busy, and were even hiring drivers, these livery stables
furnished a most important link between town and country in those days. "Coon"
Klotzpaugh operated a livery stable in Madison, he and Will had become close
friends, partly due to their mutual interest in horses. The hotels also served as an
employment opportunity for many young women who had taken advantage of the
Homestead Act to become land owners on their own - as Ellen's Kathryn had.
Madison was filled with shops of all kinds, blacksmiths, carpenters, wheelwrights,
etc., and with more lawyers than anybody could keep track of, while retailers of all
kinds, barber shops, doctors, etc., also flourished.
Most important of all, for Ellen, was the rapidly growing Catholic Church
there. In addition, a number of their former Iowa neighbors had settled into various
jobs in Madison, and Jer and Mary Ann were even considering the possibility of
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living there, and starting up a farm machinery business, while they were completing
the construction of their farm house and buildings. Margaret was there, albeit
temporarily, and there was much to be said for the idea of living in Madison, they
thought. With a good rig, Jerry could be at the farms in an hour or so when the trail
was good, and could stay for the whole week, if necessary. Ellen was also a capable
driver.
The Irish, then, were a clannish bunch, and Jerry and Ellen were pleased to
find that the Daly's were interested in selling the small place they had on the north
outskirts of town, about where the hospital now stands, The place consisted of a small
house and barn on 2.6 acres, and seemed to be perfect for their needs; quiet, a nice
walk from church and downtown, a place for a team and rig, and on the way to the
farms. The Daly's were willing to let it go for $400, and Jerry had the money from
Hanlon - so they "went for it",
It worked out famously for them. Except for Ellen's failing health, these
were to be happy years. Ellen became a major factor at the church there, an activity
that she carried along without diminishing her role in the family. They had an active
social life in Madison, and Jerry stayed involved with farming. It was good while they
were together, after Ellen's death Jerry was to return to the farm to live, as we shall
see later.
The Plymouth Rock community near Burr Oak, Iowa, furnished several
other families to the Nunda Irish, including the Flynns and the Mullaneys. To begin
with, Flynns were brothers Tom and Pat, and Tom's wife, Nell. Nell was a Whalen,
and one of the most popular and respected neighbors that anyone ever had, every
account makes some special mention of Nell as a good sport, a livewire, an organizer,
a wonderfully kind person. The Flynns established a large farming operation in the
two sections north of section 15, and this operation lasted until Joe and John died in
1964.
Mullaneys set up in the north half of section 9, west of Flynns and north of
Rei's and of Jer's east quarter. Title to the Mullaney land was gained by Wm, and
Bridget Mullaney, but they then returned to Iowa and sold the west quarter to Francis
and Elizabeth who in turn sold it to John, then in Union county (Sioux City area). We
have spoken of John before, as the husband of Lizzie Harrington, and of his
Involvement in the grain elevator business.
In earlier days, John was also of the Nunda Irish, however. John came to
Dakota early, and in 1880 was a hired man on the William Tobin farm in Rutland
Township. A familiar name, William Horen, appears in that household on that census
roll, William of the covered wagon trip - William, grandfather of our "Horen Girls",
what is he doing here? Actually, it’s very simple, William Horen had three children,
Dan, Pat, and Catherine. Catherine and William Tobin were married in the Plymouth
Rock church in 1870, so Wm. was staying at his daughter's house. James Tobin,
William's brother, and Julia, his sister, lived nearby.
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From John, the Mullaney west quarter went to Peter Holdal and then to the
Hiarlngs, who we knew there as children in the 20's and 30's. The east Mullaney
quarter went to Patrick and Catherine, who lived there, were part of the Nunda
community, and are burled in the Badus cemetery. In 1918 son Francis sold the place
to Tom Flynn's daughter, Mary (Mame), and her husband, Frank Kehrwald, and they
farmed it for many, many years. Like the Flynn place, it was one of the most
attractive farms in the area, and Mame's flower gardens were always the envy of all.
Pat Flynn never married, and three children of Tom and Nell Flynn (Mame, Joe and
John) all died childless, but Julia Flynn became Mrs. McCabe and lived in the Burr
Oak area, as do many of her descendants yet today. Frank Kehrwald was a son of
Adam, who came from Luxembourg, via Prussia, after some problems with the
military authorities. He married a French Canadian girl from Montreal, Melina
Chaput, and Frank and his brother Albert are part of their large family. Albert Is part
of the Nunda scene through his wife, Cassie Molumby, whose family lies ahead.
We must also mention the Tobins. Catherine (Delaney) Tobin came from
County Kilkenny in 1847 with her husband, Nick. They eventually settled in Iowa,
where Nick died. Her older children, (including William mentioned above), joined the
Dakota exodus early, leaving Mike and Frank at home with Catherine. She was a
large woman of courage with dark hair and blue eyes, noted for her executive ability.
A woman of character, she carried herself proudly, you didn't mess with Catherine.
When 1880 rolled around it found Catherine(60), Mike(22), and Frank(14), operating
their own Dakota farm, the SE quarter of section 14 in Nunda township, now the
home of Donna and Stanley Hansen.
Mike and Frank Tobin purchased the quarter section to the south In 1892 and
Mike got the patent on the place west of his mother's farm In 1891, (later,
Sorenson's). Mike and Frank married sisters, Grace and Ellen Fleming, these were
"June and January" matches, with the men considerably older than the girls. I
remember Grace well, Mike not at all. Both unions produced large families, Mike's
youngest children (Edith, Bob and Dick),and William's grandchildren were
schoolmates to us in the 1930's. Another of Catherine's children, Julia, is the mother
of Cassie Molumby, mentioned above. Nlck Tobln, who was born of titled, well-to-do
parents, was a scholar, had a trained voice, and loved to sing. His red hair was passed
down to many of his descendants, and was something of a trademark among the
Tobins of our memory.
There were others, Fitzgerald's and Shea's, Mooney's and McGinty's,
Fleming's and Hoy's; but we will pass them by for now and only mention the group in
the NE part (Crossgrove's, Dooley's and Molumby's) before we deem this roll call of
the Nunda Irish to be complete enough. Clearly, we have already presented too much
for the reader to keep in mind, so a map is included as Figure 3. Most information on
the map comes from courthouse land records, but deeds are often not recorded until
years after they are drawn, so some dates may be suspect.
The Dooley's were brothers, David and Maurice, and owned the farms
shown on the map. David moved elsewhere, but Maurice traded for a farm a few
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miles further west, near Ramona, and his family grew up there. Sons Frank and Bill
were both well known and loved, mail carrier Bill provided much of the social glue
that did so much to hold the community together. Their children do much to continue
his great tradition, Joan (Dooley) Kranz is mayor of Madison today, in 1990.
The Molumby's came from Ireland about 1850, grandsons John Jacob and
David were Nunda farmers, as shown, and their name still lives on in the "Molumby
Slough", in section 6 of Summit Twp., well known to me because we farmed that land
for quite a number of years. John's wife was, as we have said, Julia Tobin, and one of
their daughters, Cassie (Molumby) Kehrwald, was the mother of a large family who
lived in the Ramona area, and something of a historian, much of this information
comes from her. David's wife was Mary Crossgrove; the Crossgrove family came
from Wisconsin and homesteaded the next quarter to the west. The Molumby farms
were very busy in 1900, Julia had died, leaving John with three living children, and he
had remarried. David and Mary had 6 children, and David's bachelor brother,
Maurice, lived and worked there. David and Mary had long since taken over Sam
Crossgrove's farm to the west.
This Molumby family lives on in our scheme of things largely because of
Mary's cousin who came to visit them from Wisconsin, stayed to teach school,
married Will Lyons, and had many, many children, grandchildren, great grandchildren, etc. Her name was Kate Crossgrove, Miss Kitty to her husband, and a legend
to generations of their progeny, and to us, their admiring cousins of varying degrees.
Miss Kitty's mother and sister Mildred came too, and the 1900 census shows them
living with Will and Miss Kitty on the farm that Jerry left when he died in 1894 -but
we're getting ahead of ourselves. It is said that they had to add a lean-to to the house
to get everybody in.
While the Irish were settling into Nunda Twp., a largely Swiss community
was growing up further west, in Badus Twp. around Lake Badus, while Summit Twp.
to the east was rapidly being settled by Norwegian farmers. Actually, these townships
were only survey units, the boundaries between the three ethnic communities were
not that sharply drawn, and there was quite a bit of intermingling. The southern onethird of Nunda Twp. was more Norwegian than Irish, and the Molumby farms were
actually in Summit Twp., for example.
Even so, there was a strong sense of three separate communities with
separate religions and, at first, separate languages. A Norwegian language newspaper
was popular in the area, surprisingly enough; it was published in Decorah, Iowa.
Decorah is the county seat of Winnesheik County, and is about 10 miles south of Burr
Oak. Perhaps there is more of a connection between the Nunda Irish and their
Norwegian neighbors than we realize.
We are Indebted to Grant Anderson for a great deal of information about the
people of Summit Twp. of that time. He mentions many families still well known
around Nunda today, Fuskeruds, Olsons, Overskels, Egges, Erlcksons, Andersons,
Sellands, Bortnems, Gauthuns and Helgersons are examples. The 1880 census shows
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Olai Overskei, age 1 year. Olai Is well known to all Nunda citizens as a leading
farmer, the father of a large and popular family, the uncle of several other such
families, and as the owner-driver of a private enterprise school bus that hauled many
of us back and forth to schools In Rutland and Madison in the years before those
districts extended bus service to Nunda. That 1880 census counted Nunda and
Summit Twps. in together, some other familiar Norwegian names there include the
Hylands, Tuftes, Alfsons, Kettlesons and Hansons.
As these communities grew, one of the first things to be done on a
community basis was to organize build churches. Churches were very important to
these people for many reasons, the history of religion is as old as the history of man.
This is, in itself, a powerful reason, but there were other compelling reasons as well,
for these pioneers. These farmers led hard and demanding lives, day to day they saw
few people, and even these were chosen for them largely by coincidence. They had, in
modern parlance, "unmet social needs", and the church played a huge role in this part
of their lives. Such pioneers also had often left behind some neighbors and friends
who saw such pioneering as the greatest folly. The sight of a sod shanty huddled
under a drift of snow In the middle of nowhere did little to prove the detractors to be
mistaken. There was another need - to prove that there was civilization here In Dakota
- and the church did much for this also.
The Norwegian Lutherans organized their church, called Prairie Queen, in
1884. The church building was constructed in 1889 in the SE quarter of section 19,
Summit Twp., and stood there and served that community until recent times. The Irish
and the Swiss had joined forces and built their church (St. Ann's Catholic Church)
near the center of section 24 in Badus Twp. in 1882. St. Ann's is often referred to
simply as the "Badus Church". The structure still stands there today, and is used for
religious ceremonies on special occasions. The cemetery across the road still accepts
burials, and both the church and the cemetery are maintained by active organizations.
These pioneers were remarkably self sufficient by modern standards, but
they still needed some commercial services. Madison, to the south, and Volga, to the
north, had railroads and filled most of this need, but there was a need for something
closer, so a village of sorts grew up in section 24, called Prairie Queen. Prairie Queen
was very small, consisting mostly of Mickleson's store, but it served an important
purpose, and was something of a landmark in an area that had few that could be easily
referred to. The Madison Sentinel, (which proudly bannered itself as "A Republican
Newspaper") carried a column of local news from Prairie Queen, and included such
things as an account of the accidental discharge of a weapon from within the store by
a lad named Sneve. According to the Sentinel, the shot went through the door, barely
missed Mickleson, and struck Mona Odland's horse in the eye. So old is the problem
of gun control, apparently. The Sentinel's Prairie Queen correspondent included
political comment too, e.g.
A poor widow was found starving to death at Glasgow and Mr. Carnegie has
presented her with a well selected library of 200 volumes.
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and
Don't fail to buy a copy of the beautiful new song, "Violet", music and words
by John D. Rockefeller.
He (or she) was also something of a local gossip, e.g.
What would be the best inducement for a person's money? Good potatoes or
a schoolmarm’s number two?
and
It is all right to be on the sick list if a person isn't sick?
????? - Who knows what dramas lie hidden within such esoterica.
When the Sioux Falls to Watertown railroad became a reality in 1910,
Prairie Queen passed into history, or was moved a mile to the north and became the
village of Nunda. Mickelson moved his building there and set up his store on the
north side of Main Street, two doors east of Falferllck's pool hall. The Sentinel's
Intrepid correspondent no doubt continued to submit incisive comment from that new
location. Obviously, there was time for humor In Dakota too. The comments about
Carnegie and Rockefeller are very revealing; newspapers of that time were extremely
partisan by modern standards. The Sentinel routinely referred to democrats in terms
that could not be used in a newspaper today, yet we have such sly attacks as these,
upon men that practically owned the Republican Party - what gives?
The politics of Dakota during this time are interesting, and complex. We can
discuss this in more detail later, the Republican Party was very strong in early Dakota,
but was embarrassed by the policies of their national party. This was in the heyday of
the monopolies and the trusts, and probably no group can be named that suffered
more from this situation than did these isolated Dakota pioneers, yet they were
conservative people. For many of them, everybody that they knew and respected was
traditionally allied with the Republican Party. When droughts and crop failures made
the situation acute, a populist political movement took hold, allied with Wm. Jennings
Bryan from nearby Nebraska, and the "Farmer's Alliance" gained support.
The leaders of this movement were denounced as communists and worse by
the established order, but many of their anti-trust and free silver policies were
supported anyway, and Populist Andrew Lee was to be elected as Gov. of South
Dakota in 1896, even though McKinley carried the state handily. Some remarkably
adroit footwork by the editors accompanied this dichotomy, our Prairie Queen
correspondent is writing in this mode. There were other urgent issues being hotly
debated at the same time, notably woman's suffrage, and temperance (prohibition of
the sale of alcohol).
But it is time that we return to our party. We left them in the summer of
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1884, Will had just come to Dakota, Rich still owned the farm but had established his
new family and his business in Carthage. John and Bridget Rei had built on their
corner and had taken the quarter to the north as a tree claim. D.P. and Emma were
very busy with their 320 acre place in the next section to the south, lots of neighbors
were around and the church had been built. Will lived with Jer and Mary Ann, they
had decided to abandon the claim shanty at center of the section in favor of the new
farmstead a half mile to the south, where an east-west road along the section line was
taking shape as a sort of main thoroughfare, serving St. Ann's church to the west, and
Prairie Queen to the east, as well as the farmers along the way. The town of Arlington
had become a reality, and a north-south road was needed to link the east-west
railroads, one through Madison and the other through Volga, Arlington and DeSmet.
This road was to become U.S. 81, and our road intersected it near the Badus church,
providing a somewhat improved route to Madison.
The house was, moreover, filled again with the patter of little feet. Well,
actually, they weren't pattering much yet, Bessie had only been born the previous
October, but things were busy. Jer, Rich and Will decided to form a farming
partnership. Rich owned the three quarters in Sec.15, Jer had his two quarters of land,
and sister Kate held the SE quarter of Sec.9, which Will was to purchase from her the
following year, so they had 6 quarters (960 acres), lots of land, and brother-in-law
John Rei was in the middle of this with 320 additional acres. Rich was a very active
partner in this enterprise, even though he was not actually present there most of the
time.
Much of the land was still in prairie, and an arduous and prolonged effort
was required to break this land and to get it into production, the men had to divide
their time between this and the work needed to operate the land already in production.
Modernized methods were needed and Rich was a leading proponent in this, although
Jer and Will were not far behind. Brother Dennis was in the farm machinery business
in Cresco, and his brother-in-law, John Fitzgerald, was a dry goods dealer in
Madison, while Rich was in business in Carthage with another brother-in-law, James
Coughlin, so our farming operation had lots of input.
As Jer and Will struggled day to day, it became apparent to them that power
was the key to progress in handling all of this land, horsepower, that is. Once the sod
had been broken and cropped, a man with 6 good horses on a gang plow could easily
triple the daily acreage of a yoke of oxen on a walking plow, and have energy left
besides, energy that was needed for building, planning and family. Good horses, they
came to realize, were _ better to have than other horses. As time went on Will and
Rich, especially, gained something of a local reputation as raisers of high quality
work horses.
Sod breaking became something of a specialty in the Dakota of that day, like
the custom combining of a later day. Men put together a good combination of special
plows and good horses or oxen, and went from farm to farm, breaking sod by the
acre. Four good oxen on a new type breaking plow could often turn over 2 acres in a
long day. Will and Jer watched these operations carefully, to see what could be
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learned from them. It was an expensive service and they were reluctant to utilize it.
They had enough land so that it seemed that it would pay better to get good
equipment and do the work themselves, and this became their plan. The Homestead
Act required the settler to break at least 5 acres the first year, but they wanted to get
their land into production faster than that. Sod corn sometimes made a good crop if
the weather was right, but the important thing was to work the land further for
succeeding years. As time went on it became apparent that they needed more
manpower as well as more horsepower, and hired men came more and more to be a
normal part of the scene around the farm.
In 1884 however, most of this was still ahead. The John Deeres of that
summer mostly came with horns and went moo, the model names were Babe and
Blue, Joe and Daisy. Horses could work faster but they were expensive to buy and to
keep, and more subject to being stolen, the ox was docile, though slow. Many days
went by when Mary Ann, Jer, Will and Bessie saw no other person except each other.
Bessie was often afflicted with colic, and a sleepless night sometimes followed a hard
day of work for her parents. Will pitched in to help with this too, and recalled long
nights of walking the floor with a howling Bessie, something he always enjoyed
reminding her of in later years.
Farming with animal power is an experience denied to most Americans,
even American farmers, today. Few of us who have had the experience of farming
with horses would be willing go back to it again, yet there were great pleasures in it.
In a sense, you always had a friend. A man and his horses struggled together through
the week, and rested on Sunday. Animals are very individualistic, have strong
personalities, and don't hide their feelings, some of them inspire respect, others amusement, still others - rage. Cattle are the same, but different, working with oxen
all day in the field could place a premium on patience, for sure. Blue was case in
point, there were many times when either Jer or Will could have happily have killed
him, and they often threatened him with just that, but to little avail. A horse will
respond to a man's anger, when you shout at a horse it will understand, pull back its
ears, and cringe as it walks along the furrow. An ox is oblivious to all of this, any
benefit that has been gained from the millions of choice phrases of profanity heaped
upon the oxen of the world, relates only to some sense of relief for the speaker, it is as
nothing to the ox.
Blue was, in many ways, one of their most valuable possessions. He was a
huge white animal, immensely strong and sleek, and gentle to a fault. He never tried
to run away, or harass the other animals, in fact you had to push him out of the way to
get past him - something not that easy to do. Blue seemed to be able to soldier
through the field all day on the hottest day without effort, when other animals, and
men, were withering from the sun. But Blue was what is known as a "balky" ox.
There are a few balky horses too, and many balky mules, but nothing can be as
maddening as a truly balky ox. Jer and Will had many memorable encounters with
Blue, including an almost daily ritual that took place in the morning.
Blue seemed to be a creature of habit, with a notoriously short attention
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span. Once you got him started, he tended to continue to move ahead in a straight
line, more or less indefinitely. Blue was, in a sense, the embodiment of Newton's
famous first law, "A body, once set in motion, continues to move at a uniform rate in
a straight line unless acted upon by some exterior force". Oh, this Is perhaps not quite
true, Blue was willing to be turned at the end of the row to start back across the field
in the other direction, but he did radiate a sense of perpetual motion as moved
effortlessly along, carrying the load with him, unnoticed. He acted as though he had
forgotten what stop was. All of this was great, but Blue, once stopped for the night,
was equally unable to remember anything of the concept of "go" when the next day
rolled around. The other part of Mr. Newton's discovery is that a body at rest remains
at rest - unless acted on by some external force.
With Blue, the external force required was often large, if I may understate
the matter. Prods, whips and cudgels were ignored with placid good humor; it took a
lot to get Blue's attention. Coaxing, cajolery and caresses were perhaps appreciated,
but produced no outward effect. Shouts, threats and curses (avoided if Ellen was
around) - all came to the same end as Blue serenely chewed his cud to digest his meal
of grass, and gazed on the Dakota scene.
Mary Ann, perhaps with tongue in cheek, solemnly suggested that two
clever Irishmen should be able to outsmart a dumb ox, if they would really put their
mind to it. This stung a little, but seemed logical too, so Jer and Will set about
trickery. They came up with some elaborate schemes, but all of them seemed to be
lost on Blue, perhaps our heroes were too subtle in their approach, more caught up in
the scheme than they were in the problem. It is said that some inexperienced
teamsters, faced with this situation, have resorted to building a bonfire under the
animal, with dire consequences. Valuable animals have been injured in this way, and
some unexpected results are said to have occurred when the animal took a few steps
forward and then stopped again, placing the wagon over the fire.
The only thing that really worked for the Lyons boys, and a system that they
eventually adopted as routine, depended on brute force to overcome brute inertia. Will
normally used Blue and Babe as a yoke in the field, while Jer worked with Daisy and
Joe. They didn't have quite the strength and staying power of Blue and Babe, but they
were a powerful team, nevertheless, and very well trained and obedient. Each
morning, Jer got his yoke ready while Will looped a heavy rope around Blue's body,
tied a bowline knot between his front legs, and brought the remaining rope forward,
where it was secured to Jer's yoke. They then set off for two rounds around the
farmstead, often pulling Blue to his knees for a while at first, but he would eventually
respond and start to follow willingly. After two rounds around the buildings he
seemed to be switched to "go" for the day, and off they all went to spend another
strenuous day in the field.
The Homestead law required that the settler occupy his claim, so Jer and
Mary Ann also had a tiny claim shanty on their own place in Section 8, and had to
make some small pretext of living there, to satisfy the law. Since this shanty was
nearly three miles from the farmstead on the Badus - Prairie Queen road, Jer and Will
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would often leave the oxen and horses there overnight if they were working that
place. On these occasions, Will would usually stay there overnight, and sleep in the
claim shanty, a tiny, tiny building with a bunk and a chair. This allowed him to care
for and watch over the animals, saved him a trip, and also seemed to lend more
legitimacy to the claim of occupancy.
One night, after a hard day of work, and a good supper heated by a bonfire,
he was sleeping soundly through a dark night when all hell seemed to break loose.
The entire shanty shook and turned and seemed to lift clear of the ground for a
moment as he struggled to orient himself in the dark and gain his feet - could it be an
earthquake? No, as it turned out, nothing like that - just Blue, out foraging. Rich had
been there from Carthage that day, and had brought a sack of salt with him that they
needed for the animals. Jer didn't have any way to take it with him when he went back
to the farm that night so he stuck it in the shanty, under the bunk. Blue's nose detected
it there when he happened to graze nearby. He came looking, and found it, but
couldn't quite reach it through the door.
Mary Ann was by now a veteran of more than two years in Dakota, and had
already become a fixture in the community that was to be her home for more than
sixty years. Nellie (Lyons) Smith, then a girl of ten, describes her at that time as tall
and straight with large dark blue eyes and pretty brown hair. She and Jer made a
handsome couple, as our photo of them shows. He was tall, square shouldered and
straight, with bright blue eyes, light blonde curly hair and a warm smile, noted within
the family for his cheerful disposition, as we have said. Mary Ann was more serious
but, when her work was done, she liked to sit and tell riddles and jokes, "not the
comic book variety, but amusing sayings of people she knew". She still enjoyed this
when I knew her as grandma, fifty years later.
This penchant for talking about each other was a major feature of
conversation in that culture, much more than it is today. People were very important
to each other, there weren't many of them, and they depended heavily upon each other
- socially, economically, medically, in innumerable ways - so they talked about what
was important. One could call it gossip, certainly it could degenerate to that, but,
mostly, it was much more. Each person was an individual, each was different, his or
her mannerisms, her way of putting things, his gait, how he treated his horses, where
she put her garden - and why, his comments on politics, what they said about school,
how they acted if they were being devious - and why, all of this was important to each
of them and about each of them.
Children listened and learned what was good and what was bad, what
conduct was universally respected and what was universally condemned. Best of all,
they found that some modes of conduct had both supporters and detractors,
"Reasonable men could differ", as the old Law School adage has it. Independent
thinking was not condemned, but reasons were expected. In most things, conformity
was not demanded, individuality was much respected, but also much discussed. One
could expect to be dissected and analyzed, but mostly in a friendly way - these were
tolerant people.
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The art of conversation has largely been lost among most people today,
Garrison Keillor tries to keep it alive as a performer, but it used to be the province of
ordinary people. It’s too bad, because it kept people from being "lost in the herd", no
one else is as lonely as the person who is alone in a crowd. The tradition of
conversation is not one that started in Dakota in 1880, of course, it is much older.
Robert Burns, ("The immortal Bobbie Burns"), who was writing his songs and poems
in Scotland a century earlier, had a wonderful knack for seeing the poetic phrases that
lurk in everyday language, like his "Cutty Sark", in Tam 0' Shanter. How did he
develop this - a gift? Not entirely, his mother was a master of the art of conversation,
one of her techniques was to have on hand a ready supply of well polished sayings
and proverbs. It is said that she had more than 600 of these old saws in her mind,
ready for instant recall, to be used when they fit.
Mary Ann had long days too, during those years. Her day started at five,
whether Bessie had allowed her any sleep or not. The sunbonnet and bib apron that
were to become her trademarks in later life appeared early. Her apron was an all
purpose device, in it she carried eggs and radishes, baby chicks, peas, toys, potatoes,
firewood, oats, and an occasional baby pig. Mary Ann's apron was an ever present
shield between this tidy lady and the world of barnyard, garden and kitchen. Her
kitchen was a treasure to her; everything had to be in place. She accomplished routine
wonders there; people still speak with awe of her green tomato pie and her home
baked bread.
She was always quick with some self deprecating remark ("Ain't I the booby
though"),' but she was known to be the bravest of women, and one of the kindest and
most sociable. No one came to her house that did not go away with some small gift, a
loaf of bread, a bouquet of flowers, something from her garden - always something.
The neighbors were important, she made friends with them all, of course she already
knew Dennis and Emma from Iowa. She saw a lot of John and Bridget Rei, and their
daughter Annie was often over to visit, especially if cousin Nell was there.
Mary Ann made it a special point to get acquainted with Catherine Tobin, a
mile down the road to the east. She had not known Tobins well in Iowa, but she was
somewhat related to them since cousin Catherine Horen was married to one of
Catherine Tobin's older boys, Civil War veteran William. The Badus church was a
godsend to her, everybody was there every Sunday (everybody that was Irish that is),
and it was an invaluable aid in tying the community together. The presence of the
Swiss lent a certain air of formality to the church that would otherwise perhaps have
been missing, but this was helpful, in many ways. It made it easier to be close to other
Irish that might have otherwise been strangers, for one thing, gave something in
common. It also forced a more business like procedure onto the church that was to
stand it in good stead as time went on.
Mary Ann set out to get to know the Swiss too, and succeeded, but they lived
further away and it was not the close day to day relationship that she forged with her
Irish neighbors. She saw, however, that there was another aspect to the neighborhood.
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The Swiss lived at some distance but the Norwegians lived right "next door".
Although the Irish and Norwegian settlements were somewhat separate, they were
somewhat intermingled too, and Mary Ann saw at once that the situation posed a
serious potential problem. Both groups were inclined to be clannish, unless something
was done the area was apt to develop as two communities, not one. Conflict would be
hard to avoid, and she had no desire to raise her children in the midst of hate. Her
generation had never lived in Ireland, but their parents had, and she and her neighbors
knew well the tragedy that had resulted from a Protestant dominated Catholic Ireland.
She knew more though, she knew something of people in Iowa who had come from
Scandinavia, and other lands, and she knew them, as individuals, to be people like
herself and Jer.
She also knew, however, that many of these people were straight from the
old country, had never before met a Catholic in person, and were seeped in incredible
mistaken beliefs about the Catholics, beliefs that could cause them to see Catholics as
an alien race, to be hated and feared.
Mary Ann set out at once to make herself known among the Norwegians,
and urged Jer and the neighbors to do likewise. She found some kindred souls among
the Norwegian ladies who shared her view, they tried too, but altogether it seemed to
be difficult to make progress with either group. Such a view can be too pessimistic,
who is to say if the glass is half full or half empty? Things could have been much
worse, perhaps it was the efforts of these ladies that kept them from becoming so. The
public schools did a lot too.
The farm grew rapidly, as did the community. Public school was already a
reality when Rich and Sarah left Nellie with the Reis for a few months during the
move to Carthage in the fall of 1883, so Annie Rei and Nellie were schoolmates for a
short time again, as they were to be yet again at the Normal School in Madison a few
years later. The partnership of Rich, Jer and Will began to acquire more horses and
horse machinery, planted larger acreages, produced bigger crops, built more
buildings, raised more cattle, hogs and sheep, and hired more help. Kate Crossgrove
came from Wisconsin to teach school and to live with her cousin, Mary Molumby.
The two story granary was finished in 1886, the same year that Rich was
born. Like his namesake uncle, Rich was to assume a leading role in South Dakota
history. Three year old Bessie became an inveterate explorer; several near disasters
came from this. Will heard a noise in the empty granary one day before the harvest
had started, and rushed in to find her hanging through a hole in the ceiling, provided
there for moving grain to the lower floor. Bessie was hanging by her elbows, head
still above the floor, feet kicking wildly below, screaming her young head off, much
as she had as a baby. It was another episode that he chose to remind her of frequently
in later years.
Winters were long in Dakota, travel was difficult and most people were
around the neighborhood most of the time, so entertainment was needed. Lots of
activities were organized, card parties, basket socials, spelling bees and local talent
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skits were popular, as were skating parties and sleigh rides. Because they had
equipment and horses, Jer and Will were often called upon to furnish the sleigh, hay,
and team for these events. .
On one such occasion Will was at the helm, driving the team. An older hired
man was sitting with him, Joe had come along to keep Will company, to kill some
time, and to be of any help that he could. Among the occupants of the sleigh was
school teacher Kate Crossgrove. They had drawn a beautiful, magical winter night,
the wind was still and the four inch snowfall from that morning layover the country
like a soft, fluffy, and incredibly white blanket, a hundred miles wide. The
temperature was perfect, all clouds had cleared, and a half moon shared the sky with a
million sparkling stars - a sky as vast and clear as only a Dakota sky can be.
The horses chinked along the even surface of the road at a slow trot, Jer had
strapped a couple of bells to the hames before Will left the farm, and these chimed out
softly the rhythm of the horses trot. The shouting and singing in the back had
subsided to the soft murmur of conversations when Will turned to Joe and passed him
the horses reins. "Here", he said, "You drive for a while. I should go and stand in the
back to make sure that none of those young people fall out."
********************************************
Women deprived of the company of men pine, men deprived of the company
of women become stupid.
CHEKOV
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Chapter 6
D.T. becomes SO. DAK.
As our perceptive reader has no doubt surmised, the sleigh ride was the start
of a Will Lyons - Kate Crossgrove romance. Will became a frequent visitor at the
David and Mary Molumby home, Kate was staying with her cousin, Mary
(Crossgrove) Molumby, while teaching school. Mary's parents owned the land to the
west of the Molumby farm, and had been delighted when Kate decided to come to
Dakota, especially since her mother and younger sister had decided to come - also - a
sort of Crossgrove reunion. Will and Kate were married on February 22, 1887. Mary
served as maid of honor, while Will chose cousin Patrick, Johanna's son, for best
man. They decided to have the wedding in Madison, partly because Ellen wasn't
feeling very well, and it was a problem to open the church in Badus and heat it for a
Tuesday wedding. Kate's sister, Mildred, had just turned 9, and Father Flynn saw to it
that she had a part in the ceremony. Their mother, Bridget (Mrs. James) Crossgrove
was also there, and was to be a part of their household for the many remaining years
of her long life.
Bridget was born in Ireland in 1831, if the census is to be believed. She and
Johanna were to become something of a pair, with their corncob pipes,' For Jerry and
Ellen, this was the last of the many weddings of their children that they had taken part
in, they were very happy for Will, it seemed as if he should have been married before
now, but that was probably because it was more than 20 years since Margaret's
wedding. Will had just turned 25, not old for a man to be at marriage in that time.
Kate was 22. The Pat Lyons family was there in force, Will was something of a
favorite with these cousins. This may have been partly because of his freewheeling
nature, partly because he was more of an age with Johanna's children than his brothers
and sisters were, and was around more when they were growing up in Iowa.
Jer and Mary Ann were delighted with Kate. For them, this was a major
transition. Their thirties were upon them, their family was growing, their land was in
production, and plans for their buildings were complete, it was time for them to be on
their own. Will had shown a great ability to manage men and equipment, they were
already using lots of hired help, and he could get more. He and Rich made a good
team, and Will and Kate would need a place to live, it was a good time to make the
break. They would need a year or two to build all of their buildings, the farmstead
they were planning would be the envy of the township, but Jer had something else
that he wanted to try anyway.
Brother Dennis was doing very well in the farm machinery business, and Jer
had often wondered if he should be doing something like that, instead of farming.
Many people told him that he had the perfect personality to be a merchant, and John
Fitzgerald, in Madison, had been thinking of branching out into farm machinery. John
had some homestead land, but he really had never been a farmer, and wondered if he
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knew enough about how to get into the machinery business. His idea was that Jer
should join him. Jer and Mary Ann had their doubts, they were used to hard work, and
farming was second nature to them still, it was a perfect opportunity to "give it a
whirl", and they would be close to Jerry and Ellen. So they moved out, to a rented
house on a hill north of the church in Madison, and set about having their buildings
built, while working with John in the machinery business.
It was a good arrangement, Jer was still able to put in a crop, with the help of
Will and John Rei for equipment, and the machinery business involved a lot of travel
around the countryside. He was able to be at the farm often, to work and to supervise
construction. Annie Rei and Nellie Lyons were old enough to attend the Normal
school in Madison by then, so Mary Ann had boarders in her house. Bessie and Rich
loved the arrangement. It was a good time for a year and more, baby John joined the
family in May of the second year there. Still, they were anxious to get out to their
place and take care of it, and were back to the farm shortly after John's birth.
One evening, shortly before they moved to Madison, the family gathered at
the place that was to be their farmstead, for a process that was to become a sort of a
ceremonial christening of the site. The building of these buildings seemed to have
become a symbol of progress to all of them, the whole clan gathered, and many
neighbors as well. The actual undertaking was to layout a north-south line on the
ground, as a reference, so that the buildings would be "square with the world", i.e., the
walls would run exactly north and south or exactly east and west. No one wanted this
magnificent house and barn to be setting cockeyed to the world.
The procedure universally used on the prairie to achieve this purpose was to
sight on Polaris, the North Star, so it had to be done at night. The way it was done was
to suspend a string with a plumb bob from the highest point possible, in such a place
that one could stand to the south of the string and sight past it onto Polaris. The man
doing the sighting would place his eye close to the ground and move himself to the
east or west until he was lined up with the string and Polaris. A stake was then put
into the ground at the location of his eye, and another at the location of the plumb
bob, these two stakes established a north south base line that could be used as a
reference to align the buildings. The higher the point of suspension, the further back
the man could be, making for a longer baseline and more accuracy.
Through curiosity, Rich and Jer had read further into this, and learned that
Polaris is not actually at the pole, but only very close to it. As the earth rotates, Polaris
moves around the true North Pole in a small circle. The error is small, less than a
degree. Unless great care is taken, and a very high point of suspension is used, other
errors in the process will be greater than this, so sighting on Polaris is good enough. If
a thirty foot long wall was off of true north by one degree, the north end would be
about six inches east or west of the south end.
"Not my house", said Jer in mocked scorn, "it's going to be square with the
world, not any damn six inches off". Rich saw this as a challenge to his scholastic
ability, and they both loved ceremony anyway, so they set out to make it accurate. It
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was one thing, they saw, to say that the pole was close to Polaris, but in which
direction? This discussion continued for a good part of the spring, finally they found
that the true pole was on a line between Polaris and Arcturus, and that Arcturus was a
bright star, second only to Sirius in brightness, and could easily be located as an
extension of the curve of the handle of the big dipper. By July they had Identified
Arcturus in the sky and figured out how to make the correction.
The ceremony was set for mid-September, and Jer had been able to borrow
some Iron pipe from Flynns, who were preparing to put down a well. With this he had
rigged a high suspension for the plumb bob, and driven the stake under it, so all was
ready. There were scattered clouds that evening that seemed to be clearing, and the
moon was due to set about 11 :30, so they asked everybody to be in place by
midnight, to add a sort of a pagan air of mystery to the whole thing. It was a warm
night, and a festive mood came over the group assembled on that prairie hill with
teams, buckboards, bonfires, and visiting.
As midnight approached, Jer and Rich stepped forward to start the
ceremony, and scanned the now clear sky to locate Polaris and Arcturus, so that these
stars could be pointed out to the group, and the process explained. The best laid plans
go oft awry however, and, had it not been so dark, one could have seen a sudden
expression of consternation cross their faces. The scene in the sky had shifted since
July. By midnight, Arcturus had already set into the west, and was nowhere to be
seen.
Disaster! What to do? What to tell these people? As if to rattle our intrepid
astronomers further, Ellen came up to them and asked for an explanation of what it
was that they thought they were trying to do. Anyone else in the world they might
have brushed off, but their mother obviously was not be so treated. To their surprise,
she understood their whole procedure and their problem immediately, and said,
"Well, why don't you use Kochab?" As they stood there slack jawed, she pointed out
this star, which is dimmer, but easy to locate as it lies in the bowl of the little dipper.
It is, she said, on the same line between Polaris and Arcturus, and can be used in the
same way. Kochab has an advantage in that, like Polaris, it never sets. With that,
Ellen noted the lateness of the hour, and she and Jerry took their team and buggy and
headed for Reis and bed, while her chastened sons resumed their program. There may
have been a twinkle in her eye as she left, it was too dark to tell, but it had been a long
time since she had gathered her children about her for lessons.
Jer and Mary Ann had picked a good winter to stay in town, as it turned out.
Dakota blizzards of those early days caused a lot of suffering and death; these
combinations of high wind and swirling snow with extremely low temperatures were
hazardous. A number of unprepared settlers froze to death in their shanties at various
times, while others became lost when visibility was reduced to inches, and perished in
the open. It was common practice to string wire or rope from building to building;
some people had been lost right within their own farmstead. Rølvaag describes such
an incident.
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Perhaps the worst of all of these storms came in January, 1888, it came to be
known as the "school children's storm". This storm came up suddenly and without
warning, many children and teachers were caught at school. The storm nearly cost
Will his life. It started with a warm chinook wind in the afternoon; toward evening, he
went out to bring in some cattle, when it suddenly turned colder and began to snow.
The strange weather and the sight of him seemed to spook the cattle, which turned
their tails up and stampeded out across the prairie, with Will in pursuit. Both wind
and snow increased in intensity and he was immersed in a raging, howling blizzard as
dark came on. He lost the cattle and became totally disoriented as he struggled along.
Fortunately, Will was well dressed, strong, and had a cool head. With his back to the
wind, he found that he could keep somewhat warm if he moved slowly, and he
walked all night in the storm.
A young local school teacher, Miss Lawless, emerged as a hero after a
traumatic experience with this storm. By the time that she realized what was
happening, the storm was already upon them at school. She decided that it was too
dangerous to send the kids off into it, so she kept them all together, and they set off as
a group for the nearest home. They also became lost, but came upon a stack of hay,
which they were able to burrow their way into. The whole group spent the night in
and around that stack and all survived. Many others were not so lucky, and huge
losses of livestock were sustained by cattlemen. On Sunday, Jan. 12, 1988, the 100
year anniversary of the storm, the St. Paul Pioneer Press Dispatch published an article
reviewing what had happened, with newspaper clippings from dispatches written a
century earlier. Two examples are shown below:
Driverless teams have been found wandering over the prairie and it is not
likely that some of the missing will be found before the snow melts.
And
All accounts agree that it is the worst storm that has been known for years.
The loss of life in Minnesota, Dakota, Iowa and Nebraska was put at more
than 200, with many others losing arms and legs to frostbite. Livestock
losses ran into the thousands.
As Dakota grew, there was increasing activity for statehood. Most of the
activity was carried on by a dedicated corps of activists. The general public showed
little interest, despite the feverish rhetoric used by newspaper editors, who were
frequently at the fore front of the movement. Territorial politics had often been
scandalous, Civil War memories were still strong, and the Republican Party was
dominant in Dakota. Grover Cleveland was president until 1888 and was not
enthusiastic about loading up the U.S. Senate with a bunch of new republican
senators; so the statehood movement faced tough going nationally, and apathy at
home. There was also some difference of opinion as to how it should be done, some
wanted the entire Dakota Territory admitted as a single state, others favored an east west split into two states, still others wanted the north - south arrangement that
eventually prevailed.
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In an effort to get action, constitutional conventions were convened in 1883
and 1885 to adopt a state constitution and set up a state government. For the most
part, this government was intended as a "government in waiting", although one strong
faction wanted to set up as a state even without the approval of congress. This
"secession in reverse" approach precipitated a new round of the constitutional debate
that preceded the Civil War. The 1885 convention set up a north-south split into two
states; and set up an election for November to approve the constitution, elect a
"Governor" and a slate of state officers, and to decide the touchy question of
prohibition. Prohibition carried by a small margin, and Mellete was elected as
"Governor". Altogether an interesting, if meaningless, exercise to install a sort of
"squatter" government, but it did strengthen the cause for an eventual north-south
split.
Several more elections were held during the period 1887-89, some of the
questions on the ballot were, again, essentially "straw polls". The issue of statehood
had trouble gaining public interest in .these elections; women's suffrage and
prohibition were also on some of the ballots and were more important to much of the
electorate. Women's suffrage nearly passed in Dakota as early as 1872, when it failed
by one vote in the territorial legislature. It was a national issue for 70 years before it
became reality, the South was often blamed, but it failed in the North too. The issue
was thought to be closely linked to prohibition; the brewery interests fought a
sustained battle against women's suffrage. Except for school elections, women failed
to gain the vote in Dakota until they won it nationally in 1918, in spite of several
bitter Dakota battles.
The issue was on the ballot in November, 1890, the year following
statehood, and a pitched battle erupted, Involving many national figures. Susan B.
Anthony came in the spring, and pretty much stayed until the election. A bitter battle
developed within the movement, Susan was accused of misappropriating $40,000 of
suffrage funds by Marietta Bones of Webster, a prominent local suffragette, and both
women were roundly criticized as the summer wore on. The campaign continued on
through one of the hottest and driest summers on record. Dr Anna Shaw, another
national figure, wrote as follows:
That South Dakota campaign was one of the most difficult we ever made. It
extended over nine months; and it was impossible to describe the poverty which
prevailed throughout the whole rural community of the State. There had been
three consecutive years of drought. The sand was like powder, so deep that the
wheels of the wagons in which we rode "across country" sank half-way to the
hubs; and in the midst of this dry powder lay withered tangles that had once
been grass. Everyone had the forsaken desperate look worn by the pioneer who
had reached the limit of his endurance, and the great stretches of prairie roads
showed innumerable canvas-covered wagons, drawn by starved horses, and
followed by starved cows, on their way "Back East."
Quite a different sort of campaigning from today's practice of buying
Madison Avenue TV spots with PAC money, but interesting as an outsider's glimpse
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of the country that year. Lake County was a little better; Rich did well to choose it.
After Rich went into business at Carthage he found that it threw him into
frequent contact with other business men around the state, and that politics was of
great interest to the group, especially statehood politics. He came to agree that these
issues were important to businesses in the state, although he also found that
democrats, like himself, were in the minority among these business interests. He did
come to meet some other democrats among the group, including Andrew Lee, a
Vermillion businessman who had become mayor there on a reform ticket. John
Fitzgerald had become quite active in the Democratic Party in Lake County, along
with another Madison man, William McGrath. They were far outnumbered by
republicans among the business community there, and the Madison Sentinel, as we
have said, bannered itself as a republican paper.
After statehood was finally approved by congress, an election was held in
May, 1889, to elect delegates to a constitutional convention, these voters also decided
to adopt the constitution drawn up by the 1885 convention. This left little work for the
new convention, which was to meet in July; mainly they had to change the name to
South Dakota, layout a north boundary, reapportion the legislative and judicial
districts, and divide up the territorial debt and records. Lake Co. and Miner
Co.(Carthage) constituted a district for electing delegates, so Rich filed and was
elected. His election was accomplished by a shrewd move on the part of the
democrats, three delegates were to be elected, the rules were that the voter could only
vote for two. They agreed that no other democrat would file, and then got the word
out for democrats to cast both of their votes for Lyons. Several republican candidates
filed and split that vote, so Rich won a seat handily, in spite of the big republican
majority.
The republicans were having problems anyway; the Madison Sentinel
groused that one of their candidates, Professor Young of the Madison Normal School,
was actually a "full fledged Democrat." Another was President of the Miner County
Farmers Alliance, and so was perhaps also suspect. It was an exciting time for Rich,
even though the convention didn't really have that much to do. He was to stay active
in South Dakota politics for many years and to attend several national conventions of
the party as a delegate from So. Dak. He also served several terms as state chairman
of the party, and later became Mayor of Vermillion. Andrew Lee, his friend, and
predecessor as mayor of that city, went on to be Governor, and the two men worked
closely together for many years. Rich felt a strong loyalty to the Democratic Party
because it had fought the "Know Nothings" alone in earlier years, but the policies of
Cleveland's second term were unpopular among western democrats. These political
activities threw Rich Into contact with many national figures, he was part of a
delegation that visited President Cleveland In his office to plead the western cause, he
met often with William Jennings Bryan, and he played a key role in the 1912 National
Convention fight between the forces of Wilson-Bryan and those of Champ Clark.
Atty. R.F. Pettigrew, U.S. Senator from S. Oak., was also a close friend, though a
republican. He had handled the homestead filings when the covered wagon came to
Dakota, and the friendship dated from that time.
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Rich's involvement kept politics closer to the Lyons families than it was to
most of the farmers. Even so, the affairs of statehood, suffrage, prohibition, etc., could
not compete very well. The affairs of farm and home, church and community, weather
and market prices, dominated the attention of the settlers of Badus, Nunda and
Summit Townships. After Will's marriage in 1887, it became more common for him
to join in with the discussions that were often held at Badus, while waiting around for
mass to start, and Jer's involvement with John Fitzgerald exposed him to quite a bit of
the discussion of political issues. He and Will would often run into some of the
Summit Twp. Norwegian farmers at Mickelson's store, and it provided a common
topic of conversation to "bridge the gap" that seemed to separate them.
Nels Helgerson and Ole Overskie seemed to make a special effort to be
friendly, and certainly, they had much in common. The Prairie Queen Lutheran
Church was being built on a tract of land donated by Ole, from his farm. This fact
opened an opportunity for discussions about construction problems, etc., in building
churches, based on the experience in building and maintaining St. Ann's at Badus.
These discussions tended to be somewhat guarded but still provided common ground.
Much more common ground was to develop over the next few years, as the national
economy deteriorated, bad weather brought crop failures, and monopolies and trusts
seemed to combine to impose a debilitating economic burden on the Dakota farmer.
Farmers were appalled to find that more than half of the price brought by a bushel of
wheat was going to the railroad that took it from Dakota to the market, and that less
than half was going to the farmer that produced it. Nels was particularly interested in,
and knowledgeable about, these issues that directly influenced the farmer, and was
something of a leader in his community in this respect. Like a younger Nels
Helgerson, who was constable in Nunda in the 1930's, he was a tall and spare,
somewhat taciturn man, who reminded one a little of Gary Cooper.
In the November 1887 "election", the voters of Madison went strongly for
dividing the territory into two states, 238 for and only 36 against, but Nunda, Summit
and Rutland went the opposite way, 75 - 6, 42 - 8, and 30 - 1 . Some other townships
did go with the city. Prohibition was also on the ballot and carried all four places
above, but lost in Badus, 32-25. The failure of these farming communities to follow
Madison's lead was not welcomed by the statehood activists, some expressed the
opinion that the republican Scandinavian farmers did not comprehend the issue, and
that the Irish in Nunda were democrats. An eavesdropper in Mickelson's store might,
however, have come away with the idea that farmers were beginning to resent the
way that city dominated politics was taking them for granted.
The issue was on the ballot again a year later in the form of a vote for
territorial delegate. Republican George Matthews stumped strong for division, and
again carried Lake County with heavy support in Madison, but again lost the
northeast townships, in spite of a big campaign effort that did increase voter turnout.
Matthews got only 10% of the Nunda Twp. vote, the Sentinel attributed this to the
large number of Irish homesteaders there, and no explanation was offered as to why
he lost in Summit and Rutland as well. Prohibition failed in Nunda this time, 45-26.
Whatever, or however little, the real effect of these elections may have been, they did
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have a subtle effect in giving all of the people a sense that this, their community, was
a new community. It was not Ireland, not Norway, not Iowa or Wisconsin, not
Madison. This was Nunda-Badus-Rutland-Summit, this was home for Bessie and
Olai, the only home that they had ever had - or would ever have, as it turned out.
A somewhat more tangible result came to pass when the first South Dakota
election was held on October 1st, 1889. Republicans so dominated the county scene
that the democrats decided not to file candidates for the state legislature. At this point
the Farmer's Alliance decided to take a hand. Two weeks before the election they held
a county convention and put up legislative candidates to oppose the republican
endorsees, saying that "the bone and sinew of the county were entirely ignored" by
the established parties. The Madison newspapers blasted these upstart farmers, who
claimed to be republicans, but the electorate felt otherwise. Two of these "People's
candidates" were elected to the State legislature, including Nels Helgerson, our Prairie
Queen neighbor. Otherwise, republicans swept the state election, and carried all Lake
County townships.
Madison newspapers, like others of that time, had a tendency to come on
very strong. Strong opinions were quickly formed, and included unabashedly as part
of the news stories. The Sentinel editor In particular, F.L. Mease, was very outspoken.
During this campaign, among other things, he was very critical of the Sheriff, Wm.
lee. A physical confrontation resulted, and other newspapers reported the event after
the election. The Dell Rapids TIMES' account follows:
Editor Mease, of the Madison SENTINEL, was assaulted by Sheriff Wm. Lee
last Wednesday in front of the lake Park Hotel. He struck him on the nose with
force enough to make the blood flow freely, and then went to the justice's office
and paid his fine. The trouble grew out of Mr. Mease is a prohibitionist and the
sheriff is not. Mr. Mease seems to have the support of the better element of
Madison.
Come on, guys - cheez.
Dennis and Emma Lyons had been one of the first families to make their
home in Nunda Twp. when they set up in the NW quarter of Section 23 in 1879.
Caroline (Carrie) was three and Christopher was one when the 1880 census found
them there, Emma, at 21 , was 8 years younger than Dennis. Both families followed
them to Dakota, Emma's father, Christ Collier, farmed around Badus and her younger
brothers became well known around the area. We have already mentioned Dennis'
father Pat, and all of that family, with half-brother Pat serving as best man at Will and
Katy's wedding in 1887. Dennis had acquired the quarter west of the house as a tree
claim, and so he farmed right across the road from Jer and Will up until Will's
wedding, and from Will after that. Dennis' farming operation prospered in the good
years of the early and mid '80s, and their family grew rapidly, although a baby born in
1880 died as an infant. Francis, who lived around Nunda all of his life until his death
in 1955, was born in 1881, and Eddie and Mary followed as the '80s wore on, so they
were a family of seven in 1889. With Pat and Johanna established to the west, these
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kids were well fixed with grandparents, and aunts and uncles, as well as second
cousins just across the road.
Like his siblings, Dennis was a quiet man, some even found him to be a bit
crabby, but Emma brought different blood and the kids were a gabby lot, close to
each other, verbal and uninhibited. As in most households of that time, adult
conversation was the news of the day, the children listened to it and accepted it pretty
much as gospel, they could recall some conversations almost verbatim, years later. In
our time it is hard to remember how much of a unit these pioneer families were, the
home was the center of life for all activities. Laura Ingalls Wilder, in her "Little
House" books, shows this closeness again and again.
Nature provided many dangers for the pioneer, prairie fires were one of the
most destructive. In the spring and in the fall, if the weather had been right, the grass
could become so dry that it could burn. Fires sometimes swept over large areas,
destroying crops, buildings, and everything in the path. If the wind was right these
infernos could sweep over the prairie at 30 miles per hour. One of these destroyed the
town of Leola, and 400 surrounding square miles, in April, 1889. The area west of
Aberdeen and Huron seemed to be especially subject to this scourge but other places,
including the Nunda area, burned as well.
The Lyons children were playing in the woods west of the house one day
when they saw smoke coming from the west. Carrie and Chris had finished working
in the garden, which was being planted east of the barn, and had taken the younger
children across the road to play in among the trees. The trees were nearly all leafed
out and provided a welcome sight of green, after a long winter of white, and an early
spring of miles of brown. Field work had started, so Dennis was busy discing a field
east of the house with a team of six horses, a cloud of dust accompanied him on each
trip across the field, like a plume that originated at his location in the field. It widened
and thinned as it spread toward Toblns to the east, carried by an arid west wind - they
needed rain. There wasn't much activity around Will's place to the north, Francis said
that he had seen some teams leave the house earlier, and head down the road to the
west. Apparently they were working the quarter that Will had bought from Kate,
kitty-corner across from Reis.
Three year old Mary didn't talk well, but she proved to have the sharpest
nose when she looked up from the play house that they were outlining on the ground
with twigs and stones. She tugged at her sister and said, "Carrie, I mell mok." The
older children laughed, but sniffed the air, and thought that they noticed something
too. As they continued to play it grew a little stronger, and the talk that she had
overheard about prairie fires flashed across Carrie's mind. Suddenly alert, they ran to
where they could look to the west, and saw a small cloud, some distance away and
close to the ground, that looked different from dust. As they watched, they saw waves
of heat rising, and ran for the house to tell their mother.
Emma took one look, and sent Chris rushing for the field to alert Dennis,
while she marshaled what forces she had by sending the children scurrying to gather
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buckets and blankets to soak and fill at the horse watering trough. Before Dennis
could get in from the field, the fire was upon them. Fortunately the field west of the
trees had been fall plowed, and stopped the fire from coming directly into the
farmstead. The main blaze was funneled into a path north of the buildings, between
the farmstead and the Badus-Prairie Queen road. It did jump the road but the small
slough on the north side was wet and stopped it from spreading further in that
direction. The area alongside of the road was high with dead sunflower stalks from
the previous summer, while the small fields between the road and the buildings and
trees were waist high with tinder dry, dead grass. A gust of wind carried the fire into
this area and it became like a thing alive as it roared past them on the north, skirted
Dennis' cultivated field, and moved on to the east.
The area around the buildings, and for perhaps a hundred feet further north,
had been closely cropped by their herd of sheep all of the previous summer, and so
offered no fuel for the flames, but the wall of fire beyond that had briefly towered
above the house. The searing wave of heat terrified the family, and set off some small
blazes around the house, but they were able to beat these out, and then stood looking
with awe as the fire storm moved off to the east, flaring up with new fury whenever it
found another spot like theirs.
For the children, an equally frightening thing was to occur later in the day,
when a band of very angry looking men came down the road from the east. These
were the Norwegian farmers from Summit Twp., looking for the source of the
conflagration that had wreaked such damage on their farms and homes. In contrast to
Mary Ann, Jer and Will; Carrie and her brothers and sisters had had but little contact
with these neighbors. This was a stressful situation for everybody, child and adult
alike, the children saw a group of angry men, talking excitedly in a strange language,
gesturing, and moving purposefully around their home. The farmers from Summit had
just suffered a great loss to themselves and their families, probably as a result of
someone's negligence, and they meant to get to the bottom of it. To the credit of all,
the investigation was carried out without incident or interference, it was apparent that
the fire had not started here.
These pioneers knew much of fire and storm, hunger, cold and thirst, but
their greatest fear was that of disease. Medical treatment was difficult to obtain, and
many of the common diseases were not yet controlled by vaccines. The antitoxin for
diphtheria was not discovered until 1890, this highly contagious disease was a great
killer of children, although infants younger than six months seemed to be immune,
and children older than ten were usually safe. A few years before the antitoxin was
found, a mode of treatment involving breathing tubes was developed, and saved many
lives. A leather-like membrane formed in the throat and often caused death by
suffocation. The patients were generally weak and feverish. The disease was often
spread by healthy carriers, and occurred mostly in the fall and winter months.
The Dennis Lyons family had a good summer after the fire, although rain
was scarce. Crop yield was reduced from the bumper years earlier in the decade, but
the drought was not nearly as bad as it was in the counties further west. Rich had been
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correct about that, thirteen years earlier. Most of the dry years during the century that
has passed since have spared Lake County their worst ravages, as compared to areas
further west. When the frosty nights of late October came along, the corn in the field
was dry and Dennis was at it from light until dark to get it picked and binned - snow
could not be far away.
One night he came to the house after chores to find Emma nursing Eddie,
who was restless, flushed and feverish, complaining of a sore throat. He was still sick
in the morning, as everybody went about their work, by evening, Carrie had it too.
Both children were very sick during the night, and Emma got little sleep, she and
Dennis discussed it early that morning. They were familiar with the symptoms and
dangers of diphtheria, but this didn't seem to quite fit that, and they knew that a child
of twelve was normally beyond an age where it was a problem. Before noon, Francis
and Mary were down too, and Emma was becoming alarmed. They tried all of the
many home remedies for fever that they knew, but little Mary was rapidly getting as
bad as Eddie and Carrie. By the next morning they were in a panic.
Pat was there helping Dennis with the corn so they dispatched him to
Madison for a doctor, and Dennis stayed in the house to try to help. By now they
thought it was the dreaded diphtheria, after all, and Pat reported the symptoms to Dr.
Ryan in Madison, who immediately became quite concerned, and quickly finished up
with his other patients. The doctor had a good team and rig, and he and Pat were back
at the farm before 11 o'clock, but things had grown far worse. Eddie was gasping for
breath, and moaning in pain, while Carrie was barely conscious. The doctor quickly
confirmed the diagnosis that seemed to be obvious to all of them by now, and Pat was
dispatched on another trip, this time for the priest. Francis seemed to have a less
severe case, but little Mary was limp as a rag doll, and the doctor worked feverishly
over her, but to no avail. Before evening, she was dead, and Carrie and Eddie were
unconscious. By nine that evening, all three children had died.
Francis recovered, and Christopher escaped the disease, but it was a bleak
winter that faced the family. After a decade in Dakota it had seemed that they had
conquered adversity and were succeeding. Carrie had been growing toward adulthood
and they had dreamt of many golden years ahead, as the other children followed
along. Now, suddenly, of the six children Emma had borne, only Chris and Francis
were left, and the vulnerability of all of them had been shown to be starkly apparent.
What did it matter about the corn, or the fire? Where were they going anyway?
But relatives and friends were kind, and understood. There was a support
network in those days, and it worked for Emma and Dennis as they tried to console
Chris and Francis for their loss. Another spring came, and another baby. Agnes, as
Mrs. Ray Shourds in later life, was the start of a sort of a second family for Emma and
Dennis. Another baby died, but our beloved Katy, who was a major factor in getting
this account of the Nunda Irish on paper, came next, followed by Leonard, who raised
a fine family in Mobrldge, South Dakota. More of them later. The youngest child,
Emma, died as a young girl at age 7.
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Ellen and Jerry continued to live in the house on the north edge of Madison,
where the community hospital now stands, and Ellen, especially, continued as a major
participant in the church there, a confidant of priests and bishops as they built their
new church organization for Dakota. During the time that Mary Ann and Jer lived in
town, there was much "back and forth" between the two houses. Annie and Nellie
were boarding at Mary Ann's, they made frequent excursions to "grandma's house",
often taking Bessie and Rich along. Ellen and Jerry continued to be frequent visitors
at the Nunda farms, especially at Reis, Bridget and Ellen were always close. After
Mary Ann and Jer moved back to the country, and Pat and Johanna were established
on the Deragish place, these visits became more frequent for Jerry.
It was becoming apparent to the whole family, however, that Ellen was in
failing health. As she approached 69, she was quite frail and had given up driving by
herself, but she still often came to Nunda with Jerry. She liked to sit quietly at Reis,
with some household task on her lap, spending hours with her thoughts. Certainly she
had much to think back on, and much to think ahead on as well. Even now, she was
full of concern for those about her. What was ahead for these children and
grandchildren after she was gone? She built great careers and families for them in her
thoughts, as she sat and mended or shucked peas for Bridget. Would she see Pearie
again in an afterworld, or her parents? Would Kathleen O'Flynn be there, could she
visit again with John Harrington? Such thoughts brought intense excitement, but she
was by no means sure that it would be that way - it was a mystery beyond certainty.
She and Jerry would sometimes stay at the farms overnight when they were
there, Ellen would usually stay with Bridget although Jerry would sometimes put up
at Mary Ann's, or with Pat and Johanna. The end came for Ellen one such winter
night when they were both staying over at Reis. Christmas was just over, and Jerry
had been the hit of a number of gatherings with the grandchildren, as he so often was
on holidays. It had been busy, and a strain for Ellen, but a great pleasure too. They
were pleased to spend this cold and stormy December 29th evening in the comfort of
Rei's living room.
John had brought in some hay, so the four of them sat around in desultory
conversation, twisting "cats" for the fire, and occasionally dozing. Ellen spoke briefly
of the Christmas church service in Madison, Bridget had covered her with a warm
woolen shawl, conversation turned to the concept of midnight mass, and the problems
of heating the Badus church for services in the winter. Even several hours of a roaring
fire made little impression on the chili, the air could be warmed, but pews, walls and
floor remained like ice. They dozed again, and then Bridget roused herself to suggest
a pot of coffee and a plate of Kate's cookies. When Ellen didn't respond, Bridget
touched her shoulder to wake her - but Ellen slept for the last time..
In one sense, an era seemed to end with 1889 as South Dakota became a
state, and Ellen passed on. The 1890's were upon us. It was to be a hard, bitter and
tragic decade, in many respects.
We have already mentioned the drought years that came to Dakota at the end
of the 80's and into the first few years of the new decade. Worse, even than this, for
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the farmers, was the turn taken by the economy. The national economic decline was
accompanied by a period of severe deflation, so the large debt, assumed lightly by
these farmers in the boom years of the early 80's, became a crushing burden as the
country moved toward the Panic of 1893. The farmers were at the mercy of the
railroads, who took half of the wheat proceeds for shipping it to Chicago, and then
often actually only took the grain to Minneapolis. No doubt the railroads had their
own problems. Other monopolies gouged the farmers with high farm machinery
prices and high interest rates, while inequitable taxes were heaped upon them by a
government dominated by political bosses. These problems prevailed in other parts of
the country too, but seemed to be especially severe in Dakota.
Many prominent figures claimed that the economic woes of the country were
the result of a shortage of money, caused by the gold standard, and urged free coinage
of silver. The Farmer's Alliance started as a splinter group within the republican party,
Nels Helgerson's election to the first South Dakota legislature was not an isolated
event. A national third party movement later grew from this. South Dakota may be
thought of as the birthplace of that populist party, it was the first state where the
movement developed into a third party. The populists held a national convention, and
endorsed William Jennings Bryan for president. Bryan was also endorsed by the
democrats, repudiating the Cleveland administration, but the populists refused to
accept the democrat candidate for vice-president. As the populist party became
involved in national and state politics It lost a lot of the farmer support that had
helped to start it, but Bryan did narrowly carry the state in 1896, and Rich's friend,
Andrew Lee was elected as governor. There was considerable realigning of political
loyalties; the formerly democratic Sioux Falls Argus Leader went republican at that
time.
Lee was highly respected as governor, but had little success in actually
accomplishing the reforms that the movement had sought. A law setting railroad rates
was passed, but was thrown out by the courts. A major accomplishment was the
enactment of the law setting up the Initiative and referendum; these were popular as a
reaction to the political bossism that prevailed. In later years it seemed to Rich, and to
many others, that much of the populist program came to be enacted by other
administrations, so, in a sense, they won after all. The Populist Party died after 1900,
and another massive political realignment followed. Many of the former republicans
went back to that party, some doctrinaire elements became part of the socialists, and
others, like Rich and Andrew Lee, continued on as democrats.
In retrospect, perhaps our people should have quit farming before the 90's
came on, but many of us would do things differently if we had the ability to know the
future. The farms were up and running, the people were young and energetic, this was
the life that they knew and relished. Will and Rich, especially, plunged heavily. With
all of that land in production, a large operation was necessary to handle it. Rich was
busy in Carthage so Will was there alone and depended heavily on lots of hired help
and good equipment to keep it all going. He proved to be more than adept at this, in
different times they would have become millionaires.
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Miss Kitty and Will had their first child, Dennis, on December 7th, 1887,
and Dennis has told us something of the farming operation that Will managed at that
time. He normally had 30 - 50 work horses on hand to furnish power to operate a yard
full of plows, harrows, mowers and other items of the latest in farm machinery.
Obviously, he could not operate all of this by himself. Usually there were 5 hired men
working and staying at the farm, at busy seasons this force sometimes swelled to
twenty. Miss Kitty's table had to feed in shifts, and she became the employer of two
or three kitchen helpers. Will was to acquire a nickname during the heyday of this
operation, he was known as "The Boss" from that time on.
Both Will and Rich were interested in, and became expert judges of,
workhorses, especially Percherons, a breed well known and respected to any of us
who have ever farmed with horses. The horse operation became a profitable sideline,
as they raised many colts. For the most part, The Boss favored a strategy where they
trained the colts, worked them for a couple of years, and then sold them. Well trained
horses brought a premium price, and they always had young horses for their own
work force. Training all of these young horses gave him a good "rainy day job" for
the hired men, and made some profitable use of his expertise, so The Boss broke a lot
of colts. His horse trading activities even attracted the attention of the Madison
Sentinel, who noted that Will Lyons was visiting in Chicago and "will return this
week en route by Cresco, Iowa, where he will purchase a carload of fine work horses
for his place."
Except In political matters, the Sentinel apparently chronicled the doings of
democrats and republicans alike. The Boss was again the subject of a Sentinel article
on February 16, 1892, this time his farming operations for the previous year were
summarized. The farm was said to be in Section 15, to consist of 640 acres and to be
worth $10,000. Yields and acreages for the previous year were reported as follows:
Wheat

200 acres

4200 bushels

Oats

100 acres

3600 bushels

Barley

26 acres

1100 bushels

Flax

60 acres

1000 bushels

Corn

175 acres

3500 bushels

2 acres

400 bushels

Potatoes

Thirty horses were reported, along with 170 head of cattle. Miss Kitty's chickens
somehow seem to have escaped the attention of Mr. Mease; perhaps they fall beneath
some threshold of editorial scrutiny. I wonder how long it took those five hired men
to eat those 400 bushels of potatoes.
We are fortunate indeed to have a firsthand account of some of the dealings
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of Jerry and Ellen's progeny during this era. Tom Lyons, the oldest son of Rich and
Sarah (Donlon) Lyons, was to attend the University of South Dakota Law School,
practice law in Oklahoma, and eventually gain a seat on the Supreme Court of that
state. The Judge was an ardent and skillful writer, and at one time he set down an
account of a visit that he and his father had made to the farms when they lived in
Carthage while he was a young boy. We are indebted to Robert F. Lyons who
published this article with 21 others which originally appeared in Commonweal
Magazine: FIRST DAKOTANS: The Lyons Experience (Cambridge, 1991) [See this
website in Lyons Library]. Tom was not above taking some poetic license with the
facts to flesh out details of his story. Will's son, Johnnie, for example, was not
actually born until after Jer's death, Will and Miss Kitty had only been married a short
time at the time that Tom's story is set.
A Child's Death in Springtime by Thomas D. Lyons
After the terrible Dakota Blizzard of January, 1888, thereafter referred to in
Dakota as the "Great Blizzard," the entire countryside was covered with heavy,
deep snowdrifts. Later, heavy snows fell in February and March, but there were
no more blizzards. In the last week of March, a warm south wind started
blowing and blew constantly day and night, until all of the snowdrifts were
melted and the entire countryside was covered with water. At night the weather
was freezing and in the early morning the prairies were covered with a sheet of
ice, but by noon the ice had melted and the creeks and streams were overflowing
with icy water.
In May, when the weather had turned warm, the prairies were covered as far as
the eye could see, with a beautiful stand of grass, (the buffalo grass, which was a
mat grass, did not grow high, but the blue joint and the blue stem and the bunch
grass grew as high, in the Dakota expression, as "the shoulders of a horse.. The
sight of the grass-covered prairie stretching off to the horizon in every direction
was a delight to the eye.
My father decided that he would have to make a trip from the Big Place
southwest of DeSmet, to his section of land near Prairie Queen, in the Sioux
River valley. I can see, now, what a wonderful, genial, big-hearted pioneer he
was, with his mighty, golden-brown mustache, and his sharp blue eyes as keen
as a piece of steel. No man who didn't have perfect physical health and complete
good nature would have bothered taking a five-year old child such as , was, on a
forty mile trip in a buggy.
However, such were the pleasant customs of the Dakota pioneers; and I perched
in the buggy, beside my father, who was driving a retired trotting mare at a very
slow gait, not to exceed six miles an hour, which he said would get us over the
forty mile distance sooner than any attempt at fast driving.
Even as a younger boy, I had observed that the furrows of the dirt road on which
we traveled were flanked by many familiar grass-grown furrows of abandoned
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roads; and I learned afterwards that in the 1850's or 60's a military road laid out
by the United States engineers had crossed our county from the east, at the
Sioux River, westward to the banks of the Missouri River. When the freighters
had worn the ruts in one road too deep for comfort, they merely started another
one on the sod adjoining the old road.
After about three hours travel, we stopped to water the mare and eat some of the
fried chicken and doughnuts that my mother had put in for lunch. About two
hours after we had started again, we crossed a half mile of muddy sun-baked
slough, well grown up to rush-grass standing six feet high, and to other sedges.
About half-way across there was a small trickle of water; my father explained
that this was the bed of the Vermillion River, named in the early days of the
Northwest by the French explorers. Later I learned that the footprints of the
French were all about us.
The Jim River, on which was located Forestburg, the county seat of Miner
County, was really the St. Jacques River, named for a beloved French priest.
The Congress of the United States had endeavored in the Enabling Act passed in
1861, to change the name of the Dakota River, but Aristotle’s' rule held and the
artificial name did not displace the traditional name. Everyone, today, knows the
Jim River. Nearly every one would be mystified, if asked about the Dakota
River. The Sioux River to the east of us was, of course, only the contraction of
the name which the French had applied to the Dakota nations; it was spelled
Nadouwessioux, and the last syllable was applied to the Dakota nations, though
many think, of course, that "Sioux" is a Dakota Indian word.
At the division of the Territory, at statehood, North Dakota certainly out traded
the "Southern Sister" in the matter of the great heritage. (a) North Dakota is
called the Sioux State. (b) Its flower is the prairie wild rose; and (c) its state bird
is the Western Meadow-lark (Sturnella Neglecta), which Audubon discovered at
Ft. Vermillion, in 1843, and gave its name. Many naturalists say that the
sweetest song of this prairie warbler is not surpassed by any other songbird in
the world, and its long sustained flute-like notes, sometimes of ravishing
sweetness and then of piercing sadness, strike upon the heart. Many times the
Meadow-lark has been suggested as the national bird of the United States
instead of the predacious Bald Eagle.
About two hours after we crossed the Vermillion River, we reached Lake Badus,
a beautiful blue water lake, named by the Swiss Immigrants. Then we drove on
to Uncle John Rei's home. We had a pleasant visit, and drove back in a few days
to the Big Place.
About two years later, I went again on the same trip with my father, but this time
it was late in July. The prairies around the Big Place were turning brown and the
wheat crop was short. The rainfall had been Insufficient up to about the 20th of
June, when an inch of rain saved the crop. The straw was very short, but even
so, the heads were good and the crop made fifteen bushels to the acre. The Sioux
103

valley, however, east of Lake Badus, where my father's one-section farm was
located, had a bumper crop of Dakota No.1 hard wheat. For some reason there
was a marked difference in the rainfall in that area distant only forty miles from
the Big Place.
My father had gone to Lake County to help uncle Will get the new binders
started, as the harvest was earlier there. J gazed with wonder at the five big
Percheron horses pulling one of the binders, and saw the canvas platform apron
elevate the cut swath of ripe wheat into the canvas elevator aprons. These in turn
ran the long stalks through the binder, where the knotter tied and cut the twine.
The tripper hurled out mighty bundles onto the stubble, keeping the shockers, as
they say, "lathered up." I had heard my father tell of the wonders of the machine
which bound the bundles with Manilla or Sisal twine. In the old days it was
necessary for a man to stand on the platform of the original reaping machine and
bind the bundle with a strap of straw. His was a backbreaker, and the modern
implement was highly admired. I walked along with two men who were doing
the shocking, for a few rounds, and then got tired and took a nap in the shadow
of a shock, from which I was awakened by Aunt Bridget, Uncle John's wife,
appearing with a jug of lemonade and a generous lunch of cookies for the
harvesters.
That night, around Aunt Bridget's kitchen, there were great tales of days when
my father brought the wagon train from northern Iowa to Prairie Queen, Dakota
Territory. My father told how he and his brother Jere broke the sod and planted
sod-corn and sod-flax and raised sod potatoes. He remarked that the sloughs and
creeks and rivers were running bank full at that time; and what interested me
most, he told about the flock of Canadian geese that nested in a slough on their
land and became so tame that they would march back and forth with the
breaking plow crossing the field.
Uncle Jere regarded them as his special pets and would have made short work of
any hunter who tried to molest them. Indeed, in those days, my father said, the
universal sentiment of the homesteaders was against killing any of the wild
fowl. Real hunters went further west across the Missouri, where the antelope and
the elk and the buffalo could still be hunted, and it was rumored that even at that
late date a grizzly bear could be encountered on rare occasions in the Bad Lands.
An old buffalo hunter had told Uncle John Rei of Hugh Glass's terrible bout with
the grizzly bear, seventy years before, at Ft Pierre. Coalter and Hugh Glass were
the great heroes of the buffalo hunters.
At about ten 0' clock the visiting came to an end and my father suggested that
since Uncle John Rei was housing a crew of harvesters that he and I would walk
over to Uncle Jere's and sleep upstairs In the granary. Uncle Will was living in
the house my father had built in the early seventies, and when it was built,
(Uncle John reminded my father) it was the only two story house in a hundred
miles compass, and was referred to by all travelers as the "Big House." They
were greatly impressed by the sight of any wooden dwelling. The ordinary sight
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was a sod house. A two story wooden house was a marvel. We walked a mile
from Rei's to Uncle Jere's in the bright moonlight, past a magnificent field of
tasseled corn, and found uncle Jere just dousing water on a green hay smudge he
had built to keep off the mosquitoes. I slept soundly on a straw tick in one of the
upper bins of the granary, until Uncle Jere "hollared the harvest hands to
breakfast."
The next afternoon, one of the binders had to shut down, on account of a broken
casting. Uncle Will immediately rode his race horse to town and succeeded in
getting another casting. He got back late and stopped at Uncle John Rei's, at
about nine o'clock at night. He did not speak to me, when he came in, and did
not answer my greeting, but I saw that he motioned to my father and Aunt
Bridget, to step outside, and then I heard him say, "Well, Bridget, I have some
bad news for you, your little friend, Julia Muenchler, died at one o'clock, today.
I heard from Coon Klotzpaugh, that they got the priest just in time. Coon
Klotzpaugh drove his best team out there himself." Aunt Bridget was terribly
shocked. She had been at Muenchler's only the Sunday before and combed
Julia's hair for her, and then the talk went on how bright and sweet and
courageous little Julia was. She evidently (as I know now) was a "consumptive"
and had been "given up" for at least a year. But Aunt Bridget said that when she
was there on that preceding Sunday, that Anna Muenchler, Julia's mother, took
her aside and began to cry. She knew then, of course, that Julia was falling fast.
Little Julia, with her sharp eyes, saw her mother crying and said, "Aunt Bridget,
can't you tell my mamma, that I am going to get well, so she will stop crying?"
"Well," Uncle Will said, "I think that about ten o'clock, this morning, after Julia
got up and dressed herself, she evidently had a gush of blood from her mouth (a
hemorrhage)and, of course, they knew the end was near. Aunt Bridget wept
softly. My father turned away, and Aunt Bridget said to me, "Julia would have
been 11, the 12th of next month, and she was such a bright little thing. When I
combed her hair, last Sunday, I couldn't help admiring her great mass of golden
red curls, I am going to ask Anna to give me two of them."
Just then, Uncle John called from the yard, "All ready” and my father and aunt
Bridget started to get into the buggy with him. He had hitched up his mules, but
I was not permitted to go on the trip to Muenchler's, on account of the lateness
of the hour. I heard afterwards that Julia's mother, before giving her little girl’s
body to the women to "layout the corpse”. (This was in the days before
undertakers) had shorn off the beautiful golden curls and placed them in packets
for friends and relatives. Aunt Bridget received three of the beautiful curls.
Julia had died on Monday, and the funeral was set for Wednesday, at ten a.m., at
the Badus church. Uncle Will's binders clicked steadily from daylight to dark, on
Tuesday, and at 5:30 a.m., Wednesday, Uncle Will and his crew were in the
fields, but at nine o'clock, he turned over the lines to one of the hands who was
doing the shocking, and came to Rei’s to ride with us to the funeral. We traveled
all the way to the church, on section lines, two rods wide (good roads, between
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wonderful crops of wheat and oats and barley and rye). Uncle John did not go
with us, but hitched up a fast trotter to a two wheel cart, to get to church early,
since he was one of the pallbearers. A little before noon, in the bright Dakota
sunshine, the small rough box was lowered into the deep grave, in the Badus
burying ground, and the sod was immediately shoveled in on the coffin.
The Muenchler's were a prominent Swiss family, and connected with Mr. Jake
Mugli, who had fostered the coming of the Swiss colony from Switzerland to the
Sioux Valley in Dakota. Mr. Mugli was a man of strong character and high
intelligence, much noted for his goodness of heart. My father drew back from
the mourners standing about the grave, as the sods were being shoveled in, and
shook hands with Mr. Mugli and expressed his sympathy. "Yes," said Mr.
Mugli, "it is very sad, but, of course, we must believe that it is better for the poor
child, her case was hopeless."Then he whispered, "It is hard on the mother-Anna
Muenchler is of my wife's family." Then they immediately began to talk of
crops and prices and the marvelous rain that had saved the crop at Redstone,
"Not a day too soon," said Mr. Mugli, "that rain, I suppose."
On the way back we stopped at one of Uncle Jere's fields where there was a
wonderful, sweet, odor, and I learned that it was a field of redtop clover, and
then my father began talking with Uncle Jere about another field of tame grass
called Timothy. I learned afterwards that Timothy was a native English grass,
(phleum pratense,) which some man whose first name was Timothy had
distributed in the colonies, prior to the Revolution, and hence the name,
Timothy. Timothy stood up high, and had a fine head of very small, tiny, seeds
that would thrash out about six bushels to the acre and was considered far
superior to millet, as a cattle feed. My father and Uncle Jere talked about the
wonderful stand of prairie grass and recalled the great prairie fire of the
seventies, which was stopped just in the nick of time, by a backfire. My father
pointed off to his fine cottonwood grove and said, "That grove wouldn't be there,
now, if we hadn't got out with gunny sacks and barrels of water, at two in the
morning - the sky was red for miles around, with the light of that fire."
A shirring noise attracted my attention, and a beautiful bird flew up in spirals
and sang a sweet flute-like oft repeated song. I learned that it was the Meadowlark, and my father said, "It is a sweet song anytime in the year, but it is
wonderful to hear that cheery, plucky note of the Meadowlark, in the winter,
from a snow bank.
That night, around Aunt Bridget's kitchen, the conversation, of course, turned to
talk of the funeral and of Julia's death, and Aunt Bridget agreed with Mr.
Mugli's statement, "that it was best for the poor child," since everybody knew
that consumption was incurable, but she said, "I am afraid that poor Anna will
be sad and lonely, tonight, and will miss the little, bright haired daughter, more
than she would have missed one of the strong, healthy children." "Yes," said
Uncle Will, "Julia has been sick for three years and she has been a care to her
mother, all that time, and I found out, ten years ago, when my boy, Johnnie died
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of scarlet fever, after months of lingering illness, that the one you miss most is
the one that has been 'a care' to you. You become more attached to the weak one
that is a care, than you are to the others."
We walked again over to Uncle Jere's granary, and climbed the ladder to the
second floor, to sleep in the bins. The moonlight was bright and I was wakeful. I
had been somewhat excited by the events of the day. Finally I fell into a sort of a
doze and dreamed that the snow was falling and swirling on little Julia's grave,
and that her mother was looking out of the window at the swirling snow and
thinking of her little golden-haired daughter lying in the grave under the snow
bank; and that then the Meadow-lark suddenly rose out of the snow bank, as my
father had told, and poured forth a rich flute-like melody above the grave.
Dakota Territory had rich memories for a child; the marvelous grass of summer,
the great mirage, the Northern lights, the swirling snows of winter, and the sweet
song of the Meadow-lark.

*** * * * ** ** * * ** * * * ** * * * * * ** * * ** ** * ** * * *
After Ellen's death, the house in Madison could never seem like home to
Jerry. He had prepared himself for losing her, he thought, but it turned out that he
really had not, her memory overwhelmed him in that house. He could cope much
better with it at Jer's farm, or while helping Will, or when he was visiting with Pat and
Johanna. The quarter section just west of Jer and Mary Ann was owned by a widower,
Thomas Hoidal, and he was interested in selling. The buildings weren't that great, but
the land was good and the location adjacent to Jer was ideal, in that Jer could farm
part or all of it if this became necessary. After dealing back and forth for a while, and
lots of discussion and consultation with Rich, Jer, John and Will, the deal was closed
for $1100 in cash, plus the assumption of a $650 mortgage, and Jerry, too, became a
Dakota farm owner.
He and Ellen had been fond of mentally superimposing these Dakota farms
over the patchwork quilt of tiny plots where he had labored so hard as a boy, and after
their marriage in Ireland. He and Pat sometimes did this now, Pat was fond of saying
that they had raised the potatoes to feed six families on a spot the same size as was
now used for the school yard. Jerry's farm was known as the "Hoidal Place" in those
days, Schroeder's have lived there for 60 years or more now so I doubt if anybody
would call it that anymore.
Jerry, at 71, was still active and interested in the farming operations. Brother
Pat (and nephew Pat as well) was on one side, son Jer was on the other, Will was only
three miles away, and Bridget and John were even closer by, so he had lots to do. He
would also stop by at Flynns occasionally and at any of a half dozen other places
around. He could drive to Carthage In a few hours, and did, because he had three
growing sets of grandchildren there, and the train was always ready to take him to see
the Kanes in Chicago, or to visit Kate and Maurice and all of the old neighbors still
around Burr Oak, or Dennis and family In Cresco. He was busy, and everyone was
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always happy when he showed up, although he stayed around Nunda pretty much in
the summer, to help.
Mary Ann and Jer had lots of farming to do too. With the large barn and
other outbuildings that he had built, Jer went in for cattle and hogs to a considerable
extent, and this stood him in good stead, in that it shielded him somewhat from the
railroad shipping rate problem. Mary Ann loved animals, and they came to have a
very diversified operation. Baby John had joined the family the last year that they
lived in Madison, and Nelle made it a family of six in 1890. Bessie turned seven that
year, so the new house was a busy place. When Jerry bought the Hoidal place, Jer
became busier than ever, but he could use the extra land. His cattle herd had become
large, and he was feeding a lot of hogs in his new, modern hog house. Even with
Jerry's help, Jer had more to take care of than he could do alone too, and depended
partly on hired help. One of his helpers was a boy from Badus township, John
Schuster. The Schusters had come to Dakota in the 1870's from Bavaria, via
Pennsylvania, and attended St. Ann's church in Badus, so Jer and Mary Ann knew
them well. John had an older brother, and an uncle, so he could be spared from home,
and liked to work with Jer. He was at age 13 in 1891, and liked to work with animals,
especially horses.
The place to the south, (NE quarter of Sect. 17), had originally been
homesteaded by Severt Tufte, but he had sold it in 1884, and now in 1892 it was for
sale again. Jer was concerned about getting overextended, but the land might not be
available again, and would fit into his operation perfectly, so he decided to make an
offer on it. His offer of $2350 was accepted, and Jer had 3 quarters of his own plus
much of the responsibility for Jerry's quarter. Farms of this size are commonplace in
Dakota now, with huge tractors for power, but a section of land takes a long time to
get over with 5 or 6 horses on a two bottom gang plow.
The family grew again as my mother, Mary Regina Lyons, was born on
January 8, 1893, and the air was filled with the plans for that busy year ahead. Jer's
success was applauded by nearly everyone. He was a hard driving man when it came
to work, and would be in the field nearly from dawn to dusk when it was needed, but
this characteristic didn't show in his contacts with others. His sunny good nature
seemed to make life more precious for everyone - the world was a better place when
Jer was around, and he was respected and admired for this and for his
accomplishments.
The summer went well, the drought was not as severe as it was in other
places, the children prospered, the animals grew apace, it was one of the best years
ever. That fall, some of the Lyons "children" decided it would be a good idea to got
Chicago as a group, visit their sister Margaret Kane and family, and attend the
Chicago World's Fair, then in progress. The expedition was duly organized and Rich,
Bridget Rei, Ellen Coughlin and Jer set out by train for Chicago. There had been talk
that Jerry might make the trip too, but he decided against it. He had seen the Kanes
not long before, and Chicago had changed so much that he disliked going there. When
he had been a teaming contractor there in the 1850's and 60's he went into the city
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frequently, and knew it well, now it was irritating to have it so huge and different.
The younger people enjoyed it however, Ellen Coughlin always felt at home
there and Rich had already turned 19 when they made the move to Iowa. The five
brothers and sisters had a great time at this get-together, and the World's Fair was full
of wonders. The vacation was to be marred; however, when word came from Cresco
that 12 year old nephew John was very ill. After Dennis and Catherine Fitzgerald
were married at the Plymouth Rock church, daughter Mame had been born in 1878,
and had just turned 15. Jeremiah came next, but died a year later, shortly before John
was born, and now John was dying. The party left Chicago and went to Cresco to
attend the funeral; they were met there by John Fitzgerald from Madison. As fate
would have it, one tragic event was about to be heaped upon another. The following
account from the SENTINEL refers to Jer as J.J. Lyons and as Jerry Lyons, otherwise
it pretty well tells the story.
MADISON SENTINEL, November 10, 1893
SUDDEN DEATH OF J.J. LYONS WHILE VISITING IN CRESCO, IOWA
A dispatch from John Fitzgerald of Cresco yesterday morning brought the bad
news. He told yesterday Jerry Lyons left here to go to the World's Fair. A week
later he was called to Cresco to attend the funeral of his brother's child. A week
ago Mr. Fitzgerald left him at the depot in Cresco in apparent good health. A
few days later while visiting with his cousins on a farm some 12 miles out of
Cresco, he was stricken down with pneumonia. Saturday night a telegram came
urging Mrs. Lyons to come at once. Mrs. Lyons came into the city Sunday
evening and made all arrangements to start on the morning passenger, but the
telegram bearing the shocking news came a little while before the train started.
His wife was prostrate with grief. They have five children, the oldest eight years
of age and the youngest six months. Mr. Lyons in health was a jovial sunnytempered man and they were a very happy family. Even the younger children
seemed to realize their loss and they received the news of their father's death
with uncontrollable sorrow. The remains will arrive on the afternoon passenger
today and will be conveyed to Badus where the funeral will be held on
Wednesday or Thursday. The deceased was about 35 years of age. He came to
Lake County at an early age. He had a fine farm and was in comfortable
circumstances. His sudden removal was a sad blow to his family and friends.
Nellie (Lyons) Smith, then 19, tells us that she was at the house when the coffin,
accompanied by a great number of relatives and friends, was brought into the house
and placed in the bedroom. Mary Ann's conduct that night won her the admiration of
everyone present. She was also destined to win the admiration of that community on
many future occasions, as we shall see.
Mary (Lyons) Robinson, Miss Kitty's youngest daughter, tells us that Jer had
a favorite dog that was very close to him, that the dog followed the spring wagon with
the coffin all of the way to the cemetery, and then stayed at the grave. Will took food
and water to it there, but it never came home - finally disappeared somewhere.
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See Family Photo Album on website

And then to PART III: Chapters VII to XII
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