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For Henry and Abigail, who strived to give their descendants a better life and a moral compass.
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Introduction

Most nonfiction works on the California gold rush fall into two categories: first-hand accounts written in the nineteenth century, or examinations of the event as a whole. The latter draw from the stunning volume of letters, diaries, and memoirs left by the participants. Anecdotes provide a big picture but not a comprehensive narrative about any person or group. Fortune’s Frenzy is more than a subjective eyewitness account and less than a scholarly tome. Combining a collection of first-hand reports with extensive genealogical and period research, it tells an engaging story about a company of gold-mining men from Indiana and the families and communities they left behind.

At first blush it might appear that poor people did not join the rush because it cost money to travel. The poverty-stricken had great motivation to participate, so they found creative ways to finance their journey. Many historians have noted they borrowed money at usurious rates but never mention the debts again, as if they played no further role in the argonauts’ lives. As if they all became as wealthy as Jacob Astor. As if they had other funding options. As if the lenders forgave these obligations with great generosity of spirit. As if these crushing financial burdens did not consign them to a deeper penury than before they went to California. This is a significant untold story about the gold rush.

Andrew Jackson’s populist administration dismantled Alexander Hamilton’s US Bank in the 1820s, creating shortages of US currency by the mid-1800s. The US Bank was a publicly-owned institution—a bank of the people, by the people, for the people. Its destruction shifted the power to control money from the people’s bank in Philadelphia to the money brokers on Wall Street, where it remains today.1 State banks, approved by legislatures, filled the void.

In 1834, Indiana chartered a bank for a twenty-three-year period. Its directors had no notable banking experience. Apparently, this was a good thing because they ran a stellar enterprise that survived the Panic of 1837, an event that doomed many banks around the country. As a result, Indiana currency held its value well, unlike many other states’ bank paper.2 A banknote dollar did not equal a dollar in specie (gold or silver), so people relied on newspapers for the latest discount on various currencies. The State Bank of Indiana generated surpluses, which the directors channeled into a Sinking Fund and a School Fund. These reserves provided mortgages and business loans, promoting economic growth around the state.

Jay and Blackford Counties had no banks prior to the 1870s, most likely because these were agrarian counties. Farmers believed in hard currency and distrusted bankers, paper money, and credit. This attitude developed in the Revolutionary War era. The US government forced farmers to supply the Army’s needs during the war and paid them in scrip. Whenever the feds needed more money, they printed it. As a result, the scrip eventually became worthless. And farmers held a lot of it.3 Farmers, like elephants, did not forget.

The federal government also preferred hard currency. When the Land Act of 1820 passed, purchasers could no longer buy on terms but instead had to pay in specie, or paper backed by precious metals. Land speculators pouring into Indiana in the 1830s distressed and chafed their horses with the heavy bags of silver needed to buy patents. But coinage was scarce. Instead of currency, pioneers used ledgers.

People tracked what others owed them, not what they owed. Trading partners had their own ledgers or, more commonly, IOUs jotted on paper scraps. Typically, they settled accounts when someone died or left town. Beyond bartering, they traded in monetary terms but without cash. Again, they referred to newspapers for commodity values. Farmers knew the price of a bushel of corn, pound of pork, or hundred-weight of flour, based on the current market. They jotted those figures in their ledger, or received a signed promise to pay, when making a sale. Cash, the equivalent in goods, or labor at market rate would clear the books.

Farmers rarely relied on credit in the sense of borrowing and repaying principal and interest. Settlers had no surplus money to place on deposit, either. Therefore, bankers gravitated to communities where merchants and industrialists congregated. Businessmen used credit to build their establishments, unlike homesteaders.

Another under-examined aspect of the rush is the sea journey to California. The overland trail has long captured the American imagination, and in the first few years of the rush, perhaps half the American participants chose that route. But as more ships came into service in the Pacific, most traveled the route across the isthmus at Panama and Nicaragua. Fortune’s Frenzy features several sea journeys, including one on a notorious death ship. Poor argonauts suffered more than just the usury of financiers. They also contended with barbarous ship captains who charged outrageous fares and filled their holds with gold-seekers, not food.

‌‌Henry Z. and Abigail Jenkins were born, reared, and educated in Philadelphia. Their family fortunes plummeted over the years as they moved westward. By 1849, they were struggling to survive in the swampy forests of eastern Indiana. Their urban background distinguished them from their often less-educated, rural-born neighbors. These hardworking settlers relied on connections to other families in the community—the Ransoms, Andersons, and Liestenfeltzes, among others—to manage from day-to-day and make modest lifestyle improvements. 

The gold rush phenomenon upended America’s Puritanical work ethic: a lifetime of labor for limited gains. For the first time, citizens beheld an opportunity to achieve rapid prosperity. Even the middle-aged fell victim to gold fever. Henry believed gold would solve his financial problems, so he decided to join a group of younger men forming the Blackford Mining Company. The prospective miners needed currency to go west, but thanks to Jacksonian monetary policy, they lived in a largely cashless economy. The company president, Sam Jones, devised a scheme to borrow from a wealthy merchant, Allen Makepeace.

Makepeace was the payday lender of his time—charging astronomical rates and ruthlessly collecting from his debtors. If the men survived the sea journey to California, they would have to find rich diggings, endure a lawless society, and resist their own baser temptations in order to repay Makepeace and return home to their families. Meanwhile, those families continued their hand-to-mouth existence without the help of the absent men. The women learned new roles as breadwinners and money managers—like it or not. They expanded their reliance on neighbors and friends beyond the norm, straining fragile ties within these newly settled villages. Even dismal reports from the mines did little to dissuade more men from following the Blackford Company to California, further depleting the local labor force.

The theme is age-old, yet still relevant today: desperate people falling for get-rich-quick schemes. They fail to consider the sacrifices they will make and the dismal odds of success. Many end up poorer than before. But some realize they already had what mattered most.

Fortune’s Frenzy puts the experiences of the Jenkins, Ransom, Jones, Anderson, and Liestenfeltz families during the gold rush into context: their past; their community; their daily lives (and deaths) in rural Indiana, on the sea route to California, and in the mines. Many thousands of people experienced similar situations during the gold rush. This is history in starkly personal terms: the lives of ordinary people caught up in extraordinary events, and the impacts of those events on their futures. It is a story that evokes empathy and helps us understand our own part in the larger narrative of life’s drama in any era.


A Note on Language

I have quoted from a variety of original sources. In many of them, spelling, capitalization, and punctuation are random or absent. To improve legibility, I have added minimal punctuation and capitalized the beginning of sentences. Otherwise, I have retained the spelling and capitalization as originally written. For clarity, I added some letters or words in brackets. Quotation marks and indentation denote material taken verbatim from sources. Some readers may be uncomfortable with certain terms, such as “slave” and “Negro.” I have retained the language of the time for authenticity and do not intend any disrespect by the use of such words.
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Figure Map of Indiana. East-central Indiana, home of the Blackford Mining Company and their communities.


‌‌If I had to battle against the world with the view of conquering, the first weapen I would choose would be a sack of gold dust. 

—Elias D. Pierce, The Pierce Chronicle‌










Part I

A Grand Scheme










Chapter 1

Mired in Misfortune

Well, I would not live there if they would give me the whole county; one half of the land is under water and the other half is mud knee deep.

—Anonymous Ohioan, referring to Jay County, Indiana, Reminiscences of Adams, Jay and Randolph Counties


Late Fall 1850—Knox Township, Jay County, Indiana

After a hard frost, the hog slaughter began. The swine—fattened on woodland forage in spring and summer—had been sweetening on corn in their pen while the Jenkins family harvested their leased land. But harvesting pork had to wait for colder weather to avoid maggots and spoilage. Henry Zane Jenkins breathed in the iron-tang as the long-legged razorback bled out after he stunned and poked it. With help from his sons, Bedford and Will Z., he hoisted the animal into a barrel of hot water to scald for five minutes, to be followed by scraping. After the bristles and scurf came off, Henry’s pig carcass had a ghostly gleam. They hung the meat to cool for a day before butchering it into hams, bellies, lard, and other usable bits. Everything would be preserved.

Preparing for winter kept eastern Indiana pioneers fully occupied in fall. The region, recently settled, had only small, isolated patches of cleared land. The remainder still wore a dense cloak of native beech, walnut, hickory, sugar maple, and native fruits such as plums, blackberries, paw-paws, and cranberries. If Henry had any surplus pork, he might have pooled it with his friend, Conrad Liestenfeltz, to be shipped to Richmond, in Wayne County, the nearest commercial market town, to acquire a little cash.

In their cramped cabin, Henry’s wife, Abigail—or Abby, as everyone called her—layered shredded cabbage and salt into a crock. Her sauerkraut took weeks to ferment. Her family would devour it when the time came. Abby, a slight woman, wore a coarse dress of linsey-woolsey. The farm supplied flax and wool for fabric. Emma, age fifteen, wove the fibers into a warm but rough cloth. She also baked the breads and pies, using buckwheat and cornmeal—good wheat flour being beyond their means once their homegrown supply ran out. Family labor provided nearly all the food, clothing, and shelter required to survive in this virtual wilderness.

Henry and Abby hoped the food they put up would last the winter. They had no funds to fill any gaps. Rather, mounting debts threatened their fragile stability. Poverty, as a rule, defined the people of Jay County, and more so in neighboring Blackford County, but in a relative sense, the Jenkinses were among the most destitute. Despite that, their faith ran deep, and family bonds held strong.

More than food preoccupied the Jenkinses. The previous two winters produced waves of “plague,” possibly typhoid fever; already, chills and ague began appearing in the neighborhood. Physicians abandoned treating the diseases with calomel—a mercury-based compound—because “when it was given, immediate death was the result.”1 Residents no doubt believed the stagnant water found extensively in Blackford County, and sporadically in Jay, contributed to the area’s unhealthiness; it certainly provided a breeding ground for tempests of mosquitoes. At least cold weather would eliminate that particular pestilence.

Long before the gold rush disrupted their lives, the Jenkins family became mired in misfortune. Henry had his carpentry trade, but labor unrest in Philadelphia made his career there untenable in the late 1820s. New western towns needed men to build them, so early in their marriage, the Jenkinses moved to Ohio, taking a wagon across the mountains, then down the Ohio River from Pittsburgh.2 After seven years, briefly in Cincinnati, then in Springboro, Henry and Abby continued west, pursuing new opportunities. Though they sold their lot in Springboro for enough to buy eighty acres from the government in Indiana, Henry chose not to embody Jefferson’s yeoman ideal, plowing his way to independence. He wished to stand a rung higher, making his living as a merchant and tradesman.

Opening the first mercantile in Camden, Jay County, they found themselves in the role of local creditors, as people charged goods they intended to pay for after harvest. Having grown up in a large city where cash flourished, Henry and Abby may not have been savvy about the ledger system, leading to Henry’s troubles with Goldsmith Chandlee.

Goldsmith Chandlee Jr. was the scion of a well-regarded family in Winchester, Virginia. Goldsmith Sr. had a successful business building tall-case clocks, as well as manufacturing surveying and medical equipment.3 Goldsmith Jr. did not follow in his father’s footsteps, leaving the clock dynasty to his brother. Instead, he forged his own path as a tanner and real estate investor. He relocated his family to southwestern Ohio, at Springboro, where he bought numerous town lots, selling one to Abby Jenkins’s brother, Samuel Bedford.4 The Jenkins family clearly knew the affluent Chandlees in Springboro.

Henry arrived in recently platted Camden, Indiana, roughly a hundred miles northwest of Springboro, in 1837. His wagonload of consigned goods jostled him mercilessly on the rough forest route, barely more than a footpath.5 The town, just a dirt street and empty lots, situated in a meadow near the Salamonie River, embraced a man of ambition. He set up shop at Job Carr’s home, west of town, and started building a store, helping construct the first homes in his spare time. His commission on the trade goods would fund his carpentry business. But he probably had not counted on selling his wares in a cash-poor place. Oh, he knew numbers and could keep the books. But people in desperate straits softened his resolve. Henry lived by the Biblical injunction to be his “brother’s keeper.” He simply could not harden his heart enough to be a successful businessman.

Abby tended to customers, efficient and polite, and educated children in her spare time.6 Two years into this enterprise, competitors arrived, including Chandlee’s son, John, and Anthony Pitman. Perhaps this spurred Henry in a different direction. Camden promoters published an advertisement seeking someone to build a steam sawmill and gristmill. “Persons of good, moral character, of business habits and sufficient capital will be preferred. A site for said mills will be given, adjoining Camden . . . where water privileges are not plenty,” read the enticement.7 He could supply a good, moral character. Capital might be a problem.

Henry proceeded to build the sawmill, which would provide him lumber to build homes and businesses. How this situation progressed is unknown, but Henry went into debt to Chandlee for $600, two years’ average earnings in those times, and he acquired an eighty-acre parcel on the Salamonie River that likely had been earmarked for the mill site. The mill proved a dismal failure.8 That mattered not to Chandlee. Chandlee demanded Henry make good on his note. Unlike Henry, Chandlee would not be put off by excuses and hard-luck stories.

‌‌Before new states established county governments, people found a neighbor to serve as a neutral arbiter in disputes. Once legal redress became available, though, settlers preferred the formality. Jay County got its first court in 1835. According to one county historian, “When a boy is possessed of a hatchet or a jack-knife, the temptation to use them becomes irresistible. . . . By the election of a Justice of the Peace, they obtained the facilities for going to law, and litigation commenced. Before this, all difficulties had been adjusted by third parties, without officers or fees, which generally resulted in the belligerent parties ‘drinking friendship.’”9 

Lawsuits between neighbors became a community mainstay, as settlers embraced their civic duties as justices of the peace (JPs) and jurors. Henry found himself facing Chandlee in court. Between the mill failure and local crop failures, he failed to repay his debt, so Chandlee pressed his claim in November 1840. Though the case continued to the May 1841 term, Henry surely knew he would lose.

On the final day of 1840, Henry and Abby Jenkins signed papers committing the Salamonie land as collateral for $300 from the State Bank Sinking Fund. (Job Carr had deeded the property to Henry just two days earlier.)10 If Henry and Abby hoped the money would appease Chandlee enough to drop the lawsuit and work out a payment plan for the balance, it was not to be.

When court resumed in May, Chandlee prevailed. Even after paying him the mortgage proceeds, Henry still owed about $350 less credit for “matters to be liquidated between” them.11 This presumably meant the remaining consigned goods or items Henry used to construct the sawmill. After Chandlee died suddenly in 1842, Henry attempted to assign his mortgaged land to the estate to get out from under the judgment.12 This maneuver failed.

Henry also could not meet his mortgage payments, particularly after 1844 when the entire county, and especially his land along the river, flooded. No one could sow crops for the entire season, and no one would buy these properties. People fled to nearby towns.13 The Jenkins family moved to Portland, the Jay County seat, for a couple years, where Henry did some work for the county. They then leased a portion of the school section (state land set aside to support education) in Knox Township, south of Camden and close to the Blackford County line. There, they made the required improvements, barely subsisting.

The state first advertised the Salamonie parcel for sale in 1845. Year after year, the balance grew, Henry defaulted, the state offered the land for sale, and no one bought it. Henry did not intend to reclaim that land. He just wanted his wife, mother, and children to live in some semblance of comfort. As his forty-ninth birthday drew nigh, the Sisyphean effort wearied him. There had to be an easier way to make money than by felling trees and farming in Indiana. As the Jenkins family preserved food to see them through the winter of 1850–1851, a grim future loomed.

‌‌A few miles west of the Jenkins farm, across the county line in a community called Trenton, lived the James and Elizabeth Ransom family. The Jenkins and Ransom families were close, despite their many dissimilarities. James Ransom and Elizabeth Anderson met and married in Belmont County, Ohio. James, a blacksmith, dealt in horses and other livestock. Likely, his desire for property, cheaper in Indiana than in Ohio, drove his decision to move west. After Elizabeth gave birth to their fifth child, in 1836, the family relocated.14 Taking the National Road as far as they could, they carved their way into the jungle that would become Blackford County, with not a neighbor within shouting distance, though Ohio friends and family soon joined them. 

[image: ]
Figure 1.1. James Ransom and Elizabeth Anderson Ransom, c. early 1860s. Credit: Courtesy of Mike Wickward.
[image: ]

While building a house and planting their first crops, they lived in a half-faced camp, a rough shelter built against a felled tree, a fire kept burning at the entrance to discourage wolves and other varmints. Ransom acquired land at first by squatting and not buying, a common occurrence in that period. He added to his holdings and equity over the next fourteen years with the help of his many sons. The family grew, and their farm products were the envy of poor folk like the Jenkinses. Ransom also kept a store at the Trenton crossroads.15

James and Elizabeth’s oldest son, William, handsome and outgoing, married Ann Jenkins, Henry and Abby’s oldest daughter, in February 1850. Several months later, William’s sister, Jane Ransom, married Will Z. Jenkins. Everyone anticipated a third marriage between the two families, when Emma Jenkins became old enough to wed Robert Ransom.

Will Jenkins lived with his parents while doing carpentry work nearby. His wife, Jane, lived with William and Ann Ransom, near James and Elizabeth’s home. Jane Jenkins and Ann Ransom (having swapped last names upon marriage) shared their experiences of being newlywed and pregnant. The elder Ransoms and Jenkinses looked forward to the pending arrival of grandchildren. Becoming a grandmother may have seemed odd to Elizabeth Ransom, still bearing children herself. Henry’s widowed mother, Ann W. Jenkins, would become a great-grandmother at age eighty, an incredible milestone in that time and place. She would delight in another generation to love and cherish.

‌‌For nearly two years, talk about California gold had infested every cranny of the country, including eastern Indiana. Possibly the first person from Jay County to reach the mines was a son of Joseph Wilson, a good friend of the Jenkins family. Wilson was one of the Quaker founding fathers who established Camden. Friend Sam Grisell platted the townsite, naming it first New Lisbon, then changing it to Camden (later Pennville). 

Wilson bought adjacent land, divided some into lots, and sold it to new settlers. Wilson’s wife died in 1837; he then married Grisell’s daughter, Sabina, twenty-one years his junior. Wilson’s oldest son from his first marriage, Willis, enlisted in the Army in St. Louis, Missouri, during the Mexican-American War. Upon his discharge in August 1848, Willis hightailed it to the west coast, along with many veterans, getting a full year’s jump on the mass of forty-niners to come. He left it to his commanding officer to notify his father where he had gone.16 Since then, no one had heard a peep from Willis Wilson; most figured he had perished. So many people died just trying to get to the mines, it was a reasonable assumption.

Other men from the community went west overland with the forty-niners. Among them was Elias D. (E.D.) Pierce, another Mexican War veteran, who lived on the James Ransom farm. It could be that the adventurous spirit that drove Pierce to Mexico had enabled him to join the wagon train to California. And whatever kept his Indiana friends from going to war also held them back from the gold rush—at least at first. Possibly an indentured childhood suited Pierce to Army life. Plus, with one notable exception, he lacked entanglements to keep him home. Pierce kept in touch with Ransom, who was like a father to him. His reports about California shimmered, but he planned to overwinter in Indiana. He wanted his friends, including the Ransoms, to join him on a second trip west.

All the chatter stirred something in Henry Jenkins. Gold. Perhaps his last chance to redeem himself from his failures. To get out of debt and furnish Abby with a comfortable old age. One major obstacle, though. It cost money—hard currency—to get to California. Henry owned neither horses nor oxen to pull a wagon.17 It is doubtful he even had a wagon. Besides, the overland route was slow and dangerous. Going by sea made more sense, but he could not barter his way onto a steamship. It seemed a hopeless dream but one he could not dispel.

As a stark reminder of his precarious financial situation, the State Bank once again advertised “his” land near Camden for sale. It simply was not worth the current $450 asking price. Until he weighed that anchor, Henry had no hope of borrowing money to set sail. The answer to Henry’s dilemma—how to get money to travel when he had no assets and many debts—came from an unexpected source.











Chapter 2

The Blackford  Mining Company


1849 to Early 1851—Trenton, Blackford County, Indiana

Two brothers from Belmont County, Ohio, Sam and Benjamin H. Jones, settled on a farm south of Trenton with their wives and children. Sam purchased the land from his uncle, James Ransom. They relocated in 1849 or early 1850. The Ransom and Jones families visited each other between Indiana and Ohio on occasion. The National Road, which passed through Belmont County and Richmond, Indiana, eased such movement in the days before railroad travel became ubiquitous. The Jones brothers farmed, but Benjamin was also a physician. His family later took up residence in Camden. He did not fall victim to gold fever, but younger brother Sam had a bad case.

When Ransom traveled to Belmont County early in 1849, perhaps to persuade his nephews to move, his tenant, E.D. Pierce, joined him. The tall, dark-haired, grey-eyed Virginia native was still skeletal from his bout with dysentery, acquired in Mexico. In Barnesville, Pierce met eighteen-year-old Rebecca, living with her parents, Thomas and Sarah (Ransom) Jones. Instantly smitten, Pierce proposed before heading to California. The young beauty accepted and promised to wait for him. He did not meet Rebecca’s older brothers on that trip, however, and he left Indiana before they arrived in Trenton. But Pierce’s letters to Ransom about his California adventures exhilarated young men like Sam Jones.

Trenton was more an idea than a reality. Boggy forests still dominated the landscape, though settlers cleared and drained more area every year. Robert H. Lanning, Bazel B. Anderson, Ezekiel Lanning, and William Cortright filed a survey plat with the county in 1847, attested by James Ransom, justice of the peace for Jackson Township, but little development occurred.1 The men who laid out the town were all related to or associated with the Ransoms from their Ohio days. Pioneer settlements normally included such family groups, their interdependence key to persevering in difficult conditions.

Trenton needed businesses: tradesmen, a livery, and such. Schools and churches had yet to be built. Agriculture dominated, generating little cash flow for development. The gold rush changed everything. Suddenly, the locals needed currency to get to California, amass some gold, and return home to build the aspirational community. And there was none.

‌‌At twenty-six, Sam Jones was the father of three young children, including a baby boy. His wife, Eliza B. Zinn, was the younger sister of Benjamin Jones’s wife, Mariah Zinn, making the two couples doubly close. The Jones’s neighbors were their uncle’s in-laws, the Andersons, people they knew from Ohio. Elizabeth Ransom was the second oldest of William C. Anderson’s twelve children. Some of her brothers—Asa, Bazel, Humphrey, and William T.—were active in community service and politics. Bazel, the Trenton founder, died in 1849; his was one of the earliest burials in the Trenton Cemetery. 

In May 1850, William T., Humphrey, and their father, along with Sam Jones, needed $150 in cash for some purpose. Creative financing arose from necessity, given the absence of banks. Sam discussed the problem with his brother. They decided to create a promissory note to sell. Sam and the Andersons’ note said they would pay $200 to Benjamin H. Jones in nine months. Dr. Jones gave them nothing in return for the note—a fictional debt. His job: find a shaver to buy the note.2

Shavers, usually successful merchants (unlike Henry Jenkins), flourished in the banking vacuum. They bought promissory notes at steep discounts, earning enormous profits. One of these was a wealthy trader in Chesterfield, Madison County. “Allen Makepeace had the best store and largest trade in the county, and generally was recognized as one of the best merchants in the country. A man of genial address, he never failed to attract people to his store.”3 He also had substantial real estate holdings, obtaining many parcels by foreclosure. He never hesitated to take someone to court.
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Figure 2.1. 1850s daguerreotype believed to be Samuel Jones. Credit: Courtesy of Julie Work Beck.
Seeking a shaver, Dr. Jones rode the twenty-seven miles to Muncie. Though it was the Delaware County seat, a town of about 700 souls, “Muncie was a small place. You could stand by the court house and see all over the town.”4 Jones reined in at the hitching post in front of the offices of Swaar and Sample, Attorneys-at-law. The dirt street exhaled a pungent cloud of dust and dried manure. With the bogus contract from his brother in hand, he entered the office of James H. Swaar, Esquire.

Swaar had been admitted to the bar in 1842, at age twenty-three. He married in 1846 and, like Dr. Jones, had young daughters at home. Swaar and Jones may have barely known one another, or they might have been good friends. Possibly Swaar, used to handling various transactions for his clients, had suggested this type of note sale to Jones.

One of Swaar’s patrons was Allen Makepeace. Having observed his client’s financial success, Swaar decided to try his hand at shaving. To fund his experiment, he borrowed $500 from Makepeace. He and Jones agreed to a 25 percent discount. Jones endorsed the note over to the attorney and received $150 cash. Once Swaar collected the full $200 from Sam and the Andersons in nine months, his profit on the deal would be $50, a 33 percent return.

‌‌Sam Jones had to produce his $50 share by February 1851 to pay James Swaar. With any luck, he might be on his way to California by then. Sam may have preferred to go alone but probably saw it as foolhardy. Besides, plenty of gold bug-bit men in Blackford County itched to go. Some of the Anderson brothers expressed interest. Their friend Dennis Lowry was willing. 

Dennis was a short, slender man with a high forehead who wore his facial hair in a mustache and goatee. He was the second youngest of eight children born to John and Nancy Ann Lowry. The Lowry family moved to Guernsey County, Ohio, when Dennis was young. By the early 1840s, all the Lowrys had relocated to Blackford, along with associated families such as the Andersons, Housers, and Duffys. Dennis married Mary Ann Houser in 1842 when he was nineteen and Mary Ann just thirteen. In 1844, their son, George Washington Lowry, was born. A daughter named Elizabeth came along in 1850.

Harvey Hunt, a newcomer to the county, also joined the company. Harvey, age thirty-four, was a native of upstate New York. He married Susan Trubey, of Pennsylvania, around 1836, and they settled in Ohio, where their first four children were born. They relocated to Indiana in 1847, settling first in Wells County, then in Blackford, just to the south. Harvey bought acreage in Blackford County prior to moving to Indiana. He also bought town lots in Camden. He had little connection to the community, having lived there only a short time and having no known extended family in the area. In the 1850 census, Harvey reported his real estate as being worth $350, but he was upside down financially. Like the others, he had no cash to finance a trip to California.

Sam and his mining partners would need to get a much larger loan. Most had farms. Unfortunately, Blackford County real estate was not a sought-after commodity. Obtaining mortgages would be unlikely. No one would give a small fortune to a group about to undertake a perilous journey, perhaps never to return.

A serious, hardworking man, Sam had aspirations beyond farming. Like his siblings, he had dark hair, light eyes, and cut a fine figure. He convinced others he had management skills and could obtain financing. Uncle James could introduce him to anyone in the area; he had been there since before the county’s founding. Sam persuaded some older men in the community—men with property and standing, unlikely to go anywhere—to pledge their land as surety on a note. The Andersons soon signed on. At least two of the brothers planned to join the mining group, and it was a large family.

By January 1851, Sam had enough men to sign a $2,800 note, an amount he thought sufficient for himself and five or six others to get to California. The note simply stated that the signers would repay Dr. Jones in one year. As before, he gave nothing of value to the signers. Dr. Jones, who suffered from rheumatism, did not have the physical stamina to become a miner.5 But he thought he could make some money by helping Sam finance his company. He agreed again to find a shaver and to doctor the men’s families while they were gone, to be paid from their California gold.

Sam’s Blackford Mining Company, over the winter of 1850–1851, created a detailed plan to get to the west coast post haste, acquire their kits, and skedaddle up to the mines to make their piles. They set March 10 as their departure date and put their affairs in order. The wives and children braced themselves, knowing the breadwinners were determined to travel thousands of miles for uncertain rewards. Though they certainly pleaded with their husbands to stay home, the women had no rights and little leverage. They pondered whether their menfolk had even a modicum of good sense left.

‌‌Dr. Jones returned to Muncie to look for a buyer. Volney Willson, the county treasurer, had money; he had lent some to gold-seekers before. He had been a bank director and owned extensive land and valuable livestock.6 Willson looked over the note and asked Jones what he hoped to get. Jones said $2,500. Willson replied that was more than his piles; Jones would have to look elsewhere. Jones asked if Allen Makepeace might be interested and learned that Makepeace did not lend money but would buy good notes, backed by real estate. 

Jones turned again to attorney James Swaar. Swaar let it be known that anyone wanting to sell a California note to Makepeace had to go through him. Swaar told him that Mr. Makepeace “had a good many thousand dollars and would let it go in that way.”7 Swaar was too busy to go to Chesterfield, thirteen miles west of Muncie in the next county, so he asked Levi Hunter to take the doctor and make the introduction. Jones mentioned to Makepeace he had been referred by Swaar and handed over the promissory note. Makepeace examined the slip of paper, his poker face betraying nothing.

I don’t know these men—he pointed out to Jones—or you, for that matter. Besides, if I was to buy a note, it would need to be done up properly. Makepeace produced a pre-printed promissory note that included the phrase, “without benefit of the valuation or appraisement laws of the state,” plus an annual interest rate.

If you want to sell a note, it will need to include these terms—Makepeace explained to the financially naïve young doctor—I buy notes the way I would buy a horse. The interest rate is not important but whether it is sound. Understand my meaning, Doctor?

He told Jones he would consider the matter, and if he decided to “let the money go,” he would mail the doctor.8 Two weeks later, Jones still had no word. During that time, Sam examined the pre-printed note. He may not have understood the phrase about valuation and appraisement laws, but the annual interest was clear enough. Makepeace would make his money by shaving the note 25 percent or more. Interest on the face value was just pure greed.

Makepeace also wanted a certificate from the Blackford County clerk showing how much property each man owned; land was as important to him as money, maybe more so. The original note signers refused to go along with the added terms. The Blackford Mining Company needed new silent partners. Sam drew up a revised note. Five men going to California were the principal debtors: Samuel Jones, Harvey Hunt, Humphrey Anderson, Dennis Lowry, and John K. Anderson. Eleven others offered their land for security but would stay home. Some were young, including Henry’s son, Will Z. Jenkins (who had no land). Others were older men with established farms.

Henry asked Dr. Jones about getting funds to buy into the company. Thinking he would receive 75 cents on the dollar, he executed a promissory note, including Makepeace’s stipulations, payable to Jones for $800. Henry may have considered using half his anticipated $600 proceeds to include his son-in-law, William Ransom, in the company. Henry asked his son, Bedford (a minor with no assets), and Joseph Wilson, his friend, to sign as surety. Henry was purchasing land but still owed Robert Hatten $96 to obtain clear title. He mortgaged his equity to Wilson so Wilson would have the means to pay Makepeace should anything happen to Henry.9 Henry also promised Wilson that when he got to California, he would search for Willis, who had gone west after the war and had not been heard from since. Wilson no doubt missed the assistance of his adult son, having many young children at home to support.

‌‌Still, Dr. Jones received no word from Makepeace. Out of patience, Sam prodded his brother into action. Jones decided that Makepeace had implied he would buy a note with all his conditions met. He returned to Muncie in late February, where Swaar insisted on accompanying the doctor to make the deal. 

Swaar and Jones mounted up and began the journey to Chesterfield, riding side-by-side up the frozen, hard-packed corduroy road. Nearing Chesterfield, they saw a horse-drawn buggy heading toward them. It was forty-nine-year-old Allen Makepeace himself. Makepeace was five-foot-eight and “of fair complexion, fine looking, and polished in his manners.”10 He explained to the men he needed to see about hiring a girl but would return soon. He and his wife had a toddler—their first child—and undoubtedly wanted a nanny for this late-in-life arrival. Swaar and Jones proceeded to town.

Chesterfield, on the eastern edge of Madison County, was a small but commercially important town, essentially created by and for the Makepeace family. The patriarch, Amasa, built the first house in what later became the town, and it was no mere log cabin. The two-story frame house had a large brick fireplace, whitewashed siding, and a grand front porch with a roof supported by four columns rising the full two stories. Allen, his oldest son, platted the town in 1830 on the small but vital Mill Creek, so named for the county’s first gristmill situated on its bank, built in 1825 by Amasa, with the help of other early settlers.11

Amasa Makepeace ran several businesses and the post office in Chesterfield. His two oldest sons, Allen and Alfred, were also cut from an entrepreneurial cloth. The two boys, when still in their teens, started selling supplies from Ohio to the Indians and early settlers in Indiana. They grew their trade until they regularly hauled several wagonloads at a time from Cincinnati to Madison County.12 Around 1850, Allen and another brother, George, erected fine brick residences on Chesterfield’s main street. George’s had an apothecary shop on the ground level with the family’s living quarters upstairs.

After their brief encounter with Makepeace, Dr. Jones and Swaar rode into the village, past Amasa’s place on their right, then past Allen’s and George’s brick buildings on their left. Across from George’s store, they asked tavern-keeper Andrew Shafer to stable the horses and sat down to an early dinner to wait on Makepeace’s return.

As they finished their midday meal, Makepeace returned to the livery. Jones handed the $2,800 note to Swaar and told him to make the deal. At the stable, Swaar vouched for the note signers and asserted Dr. Jones was good for it, urging Makepeace to buy. He said Jones wanted $2,400. Makepeace shook his head. They were too far apart to make a deal. Swaar wanted his $10 fee, so he proposed a counteroffer.

He said—Look here, Mr. Makepeace. I have this 200-dollar note, made out by Sam Jones and the Andersons. I owe you 500, so why not take this as 200 toward my debt and you can return it to Dr. Jones, the original payee, and he can collect it. Offer him three for four, including the 200, like it was cash.

Makepeace mulled it over and started toward his house, telling the attorney to meet him at George’s store. Swaar returned to Jones on the tavern porch and relayed the conversation. The doctor resisted taking the earlier note as part of the proceeds.

They crossed the street and went up the steps into the apothecary. Jones, unhappy with the negotiations, paced the newly milled, aromatic flooring. He did not notice the local men warming by the crackling fire in a pot-bellied stove. Awaiting the financier, Swaar took in the scene: rows of earthenware canisters and glass jars with paper labels lining the shelves behind the clerk’s counter, multi-drawered cabinets holding various medicinal herbs. George Makepeace stood behind the counter with his nephew, Alvin, observing the men.

Makepeace gathered sufficient bank notes to pay Jones, assuming they struck a bargain. This was hardly his first such deal. It was not even the first California note he had bought. Finally, after allowing the doctor to stew a while, he went to his brother’s store. After haggling for an hour or two, they finally came to an agreement. Jones thought the amount too little to satisfy “those boys,” as he thought of them (some were his age or older).

Unless I can come up with more from somewhere else, I don’t think those boys will go for it—he told Makepeace—What if they don’t agree to it? Can I return it and pay you something for your trouble?

They agreed Jones could return the money in two weeks and pay Makepeace $5, or the men would keep it and the deal would stand. Before heading home, Dr. Jones presented Makepeace with the $800 Jenkins note and asked if he would buy it, too. He was agreeable, and they made the trade.

‌‌Sam and his friends were mad as hornets when Dr. Jones gave them $1,667 and the $200 note. He explained the best Makepeace would do was two-thirds of the face value. Sam had counted on enough for himself and five others. Ruefully, they kept the money. They had little choice. It forced Sam to cut one man from his team. That was probably William T. Anderson, the sixth name on the note. In one year, Sam and the others would owe Makepeace $2,968. It amounted to an effective rate of 59 percent. 

The next day, Henry paid Dr. Jones a visit in Camden. Jones handed him $533. Henry had anticipated getting enough for two shares in the mining company. Still, it was enough to pay some debts and have $300 to buy in. As had the others, he kept the money. He would just have to work that much harder to make the Sierra dirt pay.

A week later, Sam approached the doctor with yet another note. Two of the Liestenfeltz brothers, Jake and Pete, and a friend of theirs, John C. Teach, wanted to join the company. They heard Makepeace was paying two-thirds on the face value, so they produced a promissory note to Dr. Jones for $1,350, expecting to get $900 for the three men to buy in. Their father, Conrad Liestenfeltz, and several other men pledged security.

‌‌Conrad Liestenfeltz and his wife, Susan, were among the few immigrants in Blackford County. They left Germany in 1828 with their first two sons, Jacob and Daniel. They started from Baden to Paris, where the nearly penniless family had to remain while the boys were inoculated for smallpox. After the grueling Atlantic crossing, they landed in New York City and began looking for work and learning English, but no jobs came their way. They finally found employment on a farm in New Jersey owned by Peter Nevins. Susan gave birth to another boy, and they named him in honor of their benefactor.13 When Pete was a toddler, the family moved to Warren County, Ohio. There they made the acquaintance of the Jenkins family. 

About the time Henry Jenkins set up his store in Camden, Conrad Liestenfeltz purchased land on the eastern edge of Blackford County, moving his wife and children when the house was completed two years later. The family worked hard all year to make the farm productive. Pete helped his mother in the house while Jake and Daniel worked the fields with their father. The family income came from hogs. After butchering, Conrad took the meat to Richmond. By 1850, he had a respectable net worth. They were not rich by any means, but firmly in the local middle class. They were the first family in the neighborhood to obtain an iron cookstove. They also acquired the first buggy, which they graciously loaned to people for funerals and doctor visits. The Liestenfeltzes assimilated and made good on the heralded promise of their new country: anyone who worked hard had as much opportunity to succeed as the next person.

Pete began his schooling in Ohio and continued for a few years in Indiana when his parents could find teachers to hire, but he only made it to the fourth reader.14 There may have been a lack of good teachers; certainly, this was a common complaint for Abby Jenkins, who ended up filling the gap at times. In the days before publicly funded schools, those with limited means struggled to impart the basics to their children. Conrad and Susan subscribed to English-language newspapers, and those, along with the Bible, had to suffice for any further education.

Though Lutherans back in the Old Country, the Liestenfeltzes gravitated to the Society of Friends in their new home. Susan, strict in her religious observance, made sure her sons toed the line. In all likelihood, the Liestenfeltzes believed their sons would do well out west. They had been taught good manners, strict morals, and a strong work ethic. It helped that their sons would not leave behind wives and children like the others—it would free them to focus their energy on success in the mines or at whatever opportunity came their way.

John Covest Teach had been a landless laborer much of his life and probably worked at times as a hired hand on the Liestenfeltz farm. Teach got his start in Pennsylvania and appears to have been orphaned by age twelve. He had some training from his older brother, a shoemaker, but made his living as a laborer with some subsistence farming. In 1830, Teach married Ann Mustard in Ohio County, Virginia (the area around Wheeling, West Virginia, today). John and Ann Teach settled in eastern Ohio and had
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