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  Prologue


  Trees in Winter


  Washington, DC, is hot at the end of June. The sticky heat is just as bad in central Illinois this time of year, though, so he’s used to it. It’s nothing to get worked up about. Manila was ten times worse in the summer; now he’s back home in the United States, so what does he have to complain about?


  The Chairman of the Special Committee glances around at the gathered representatives. They are in the House, and the men here are from every state in the Union. It’s fitting that the investigation of the Government Hospitals for the Insane is being held in the House of Representatives. Mental illness, too, is well represented in every state in the Union.


  The hearings had begun May 4, and they aren’t expected to wrap up until the middle of December. He is glad he doesn’t have to spend the whole time here. He is already eager to get back to the business of running his asylum.


  “The date is June 27, 1906,” the chairman says for the benefit of the secretary. “Will you please state your name for the record?”


  “Doctor George Anthony Zeller.”


  “And what is your position, Dr. Zeller?”


  “I’m the superintendent of the Illinois Hospital for the Incurable Insane.” Dr. Zeller shifts on the hard chair. He really needs to do something about that name. It irks him endlessly, that “Incurable” in the institution’s title. No patient is incurable. Desperate, yes. Wretched, perhaps. In need of help, most certainly. But never incurable. He’s thought of trying to change the name of the asylum to something a little more innocuous, a little less … judgmental. Maybe something simply geographical, like …


  “Can you tell us where your asylum is located, Dr.Zeller?”


  “It’s in Bartonville, Illinois, right on the Illinois River. It’s close to the middle of the state, five miles south of Peoria, on the same side of the river. It’s 175 miles south and west of Chicago.” He likes that accuracy – not “about 200 miles”. One hundred and seventy miles from Chicago to Peoria, then another five to Bartonville.


  Peoria – that’s the closest big town, much larger than Bartonville. Maybe he could get the name changed to Peoria State Hospital. That might lessen the stigma that that infernal word “incurable” always dredges up.


  The chairman is talking again, and Dr. Zeller brings his attention back from his asylum, hundreds of miles away in Illinois. He must make a good impression on these Washington bigwigs. It’s certain that President Roosevelt – Teddy – will be looking over this report when the investigation wraps up in December. And why not? He and Theodore are kindred spirits. They both care for their fellow human beings on this journey through life. They both have a special place in their heart for children. Dr. Zeller spent a couple of years in the Philippines helping children, and Roosevelt will soon be named president of the American School Hygiene Association.


  “The institution having recently been built, I suppose you have the very newest appliances that are known to science in the care of the insane?”


  “Yes, sir.”


  “Science in the care of the insane, like everything else, is advancing, is it not?” The chairman’s smile is patronizing.


  “That is the idea, sir,” Dr. Zeller replies. “In the conduct of our institution we look forward entirely. We had no tradition to govern us, and consequently we took up what we thought was new.”


  “Have you any pay patients there?”


  Dr. Zeller straightens even further in his seat. “I never have accepted pay from any patient since the institution has been going. There is a provision in the Illinois law which allows voluntary pay to the State, but no one ever thinks of offering the State pay for any patient in any State institution, nor would we accept it.”


  “What is the cost per capita?”


  “One hundred and thirty dollars a year net. That includes the entire maintenance of the patients, except for clothing. I think our clothing bill for the past year of nine dollars per capita was rather low, but we contributed to that economy by making a great many of those.”


  Oh, but this was turning out to be an enjoyable interview after all. The chairman is clearly stunned at the idea that the patients make their own clothes. Scissors? And needles? In the hands of the insane? Unthinkable! The chairman shakes his head in disbelief. “That is, the patients are employed?”


  “Yes, sir; a large number of patients are employed, largely in the domestic department.”


  “What character of patients do you have?”


  “We have the worst class of patients that can be found in the nine thousand insane of Illinois.” Dr. Zeller can’t stop a hint of pride from creeping into his voice. “Our institution is the dumping ground for the other institutions.”


  “But what is their class?”


  Another man speaks up. The nameplate on his desk reads “Mr. Barchfeld” in black letters on the gleaming brass. “They are incurables.”


  “They are the class that other superintendents choose to send us,” Dr. Zeller corrects him.


  The chairman turns back to Dr. Zeller. “Do you mean to say that the other institutions of Illinois can send you patients whom you are obliged to receive?”


  “Yes, sir. I made a protest about that until it rang all over the State, but they still do it.” It isn’t that he begrudges being sent these extra patients. He wants to help as many of these poor souls as he can. It’s what he does. He just wants to do right by the patients he already has, with the resources he has. “I have received a message just now: ‘Will you take one hundred patients from Dunning?’ Dunning is the Chicago Insane Asylum. I will answer that: ‘Send them along.’ When I get those one hundred patients they will be the pick of sixteen hundred insane, and undesirability will be the determining factor in selecting them.” A ripple of laughter runs through the room, and Dr. Zeller allows himself a rueful grin at his own expense.


  “Is there any particular charter connected with your institution that makes it necessary for you to accept undesirable people from the other insane asylums?” the chairman asks.


  Mr. Barchfeld pipes up again. “His is an asylum for incurables.”


  Dr. Zeller glances at Barchfeld. Why is the man so single-mindedly antagonistic? “My asylum is called the Illinois Asylum for the Incurable Insane,” he says, trying to hide his irritation. “There is no law defining incurability in Illinois. It is up to the superintendents.”


  “Do the newspapers generally jump on your institution?”


  “They do not. They stand by me. They are very generous. But please understand me. My institution was built to take from the almshouses of Illinois an accumulated number of incurable insane which had been transferred from the insane asylums to these almshouses. If I were to take those strictly I would get a very nice class of old, demented, quiet patients; but the congestion being so great in the other institutions, the State board of charities has ruled that these other asylums may send their patients to us direct. In the case of Dunning, I am simply relieving Chicago of its burden.”


  The chairman is really getting involved in his questioning now. “How many attendants and nurses have you in proportion to the number of patients?”


  “About one to nine.”


  “In your opinion have you all the attendants and nurses that are necessary?”


  “Yes, sir; I have free choice to select more if I wish them.”


  “Have you?” The chairman’s eyebrow quirks.


  Dr. Zeller’s nod is brisk, decisive. “No one limits me in the number of attendants.”


  “What pay do your attendants and nurses get?”


  “Every woman in the institution gets twenty dollars. Higher pay depends on promotion. One girl in every five gets a higher position. Each cottage has a head attendant.”


  “What does she get?”


  “Twenty-five dollars. Then we have general night watches, supervisors, and so forth. The corps of graduate nurses get thirty dollars apiece, the supervisors get forty dollars, the matron gets fifty dollars; and all these people are chosen from the mass of attendants.” Dr. Zeller is enjoying this recitation so much that he nearly misses the dumbfounded expression on the chairman’s face.


  “Do you have female attendants altogether?”


  “I have one ward that is in the hands of men,” he admits cheerfully.


  Another man blurts out, “Only one ward?”


  “One cottage,” Dr. Zeller smiles.


  “You have female attendants altogether, do you?” Dr. Zeller is so used to this that it takes him a moment to register the shock in the chairman’s voice.


  “Yes, sir; over six hundred – nearly seven hundred – of my men are in the care of women attendants.”


  “How does that operate?” the other man gasps.


  “Splendidly.” Dr. Zeller doesn’t even try to hide the satisfaction in his voice.


  “Do you find that the women attendants have difficulty in controlling their people?”


  “No, sir.”


  “You prefer the women attendants for male patients?”


  “I certainly do. I regard them as better.”


  “Why, Doctor?”


  Dr. Zeller holds up a hand, folding down fingers one by one as he ticks off his points. “They are better housekeepers. Then we have a homelike atmosphere in the cottage, the presence of a woman about the house. We have also the approval and the gratitude of the visiting friends and relatives of the patients, who universally approve of it.”


  The chairman has decided to pounce on Dr. Zeller’s methods of running the asylum. “Do you lock your wards?”


  “No, sir.”


  “You do not?” The chairman’s eyebrows rise. But they’re crazy, and crazy people must be locked away.


  “No, sir.”


  “The doors of the wards are not locked?”


  Why is this so hard for him to grasp? “The doors are not locked and the windows are unguarded.”


  “And yet you say you only have one attendant to nine patients?”


  “That is all, about that; yes, sir.” Dr. Zeller allows himself an inward smile, although his face, even at rest, is a study in fierce. It is a point of pride with him, like hiring mostly female attendants, that his wards are left unlocked at all times. He insists, too, that every window be left open about an inch, so that the patients can clearly see that they are not closed in. These people don’t lock their doors at home, he tells his staff. Why should we lock them in here, when they’ve come to us for help?


  The chairman elects to move on. He looks down at his notes. Dr. Zeller’s career so far makes for fascinating reading. “How long have you been treating insane people?” the chairman asks.


  “Well, I have been actively in charge of this institution since 1902. I was superintendent as early as 1898, but the institution did not open.” His wife Sophie sometimes says he has a gift for understatement. The hospital has been plagued with setbacks from the beginning. The dream, conceived by the Bartonville Women’s Club, has had its nightmarish moments, including the monstrosity of a Kirkbride building that had to be torn down before one patient even set foot in it. Poor ventilation – and a cracked foundation – wasn’t going to do anybody any good, healthy or insane. The colossal waste – a massive building, brand-new, absolutely unfit for human habitation – still made his gut twist. “I was away out of the country.”


  “Had you had experience with insane institutions before that?”


  “No, sir; only such as I had obtained from a study of the subject, from time to time, preparing myself. I was the superintendent, appointed by the governor, a long time before the institution was opened, and pending its completion I was away. It was opened, but I did not get home quite in time for the opening, but I have been continuously the superintendent since October, 1902.” How to put such a complicated situation into simple words? How to explain his conflicting duties, his conflicting desires to serve? He wanted to help the insane of Illinois. He’d grown up in that area, swimming in the Illinois River, feeling rich Illinois dirt crumbling between his toes. He loved the area, its productive farmland, the people who worked that land—even the people who worked too hard and came down with tuberculosis, or drove themselves into insanity.


  But there are the children to think about, too. He remembers the little Filipino children running up to him in the streets of Manila, taking his hands so trustingly. They were never fooled by his serious, unsmiling face, his ramrod posture, his piercing, deep-set eyes, his fiercely bushy mustache. They just knew he made their hurts go away, and they loved him for it.


  The chairman turns to Dr. Zeller, looks him up and down. He seems to notice, for the first time, that Dr. Zeller is wearing his dress whites. They’re comfortable, especially in the muggy heat of central Illinois. And Zeller is comfortable in the memories the uniform evokes.


  “You were in the Army, at Manila, as a surgeon connected with the Army?”


  “I was a volunteer surgeon, yes, sir; about three years.” Dr. Zeller touches the medal on his chest in an unconscious gesture of reassurance. It is an award given for saving someone’s life in the line of duty, and adornment though it is, it is one of his most treasured possessions. During one of the rainy seasons in Luzon, a detachment of colored soldiers was trying to ford a swollen stream. One of the men, Private Cornelius Mitchell, was swept away along with his horse. The rest of the men reached the post, exhausted, and the next morning, Dr. Zeller went out with them to search for Mitchell. They found Mitchell in a native’s hut, battered and bruised from his trip down the stream. They brought him back to the post wrapped in blankets, and put him on a cot surrounded by hot water bottles to prevent pneumonia. For his part in the rescue, Captain Charles Young had recommended that Dr. Zeller be given a medal. It had been a recovery, really. Dr. Zeller thought it odd to be the central figure of a drowning in which there was no drowning. Still, he supposed he had saved the boy.


  It didn’t make up for his failure in the very same situation, decades earlier, when a childhood friend lost his life in the Illinois River. That youthful failure, when Zeller was himself just a boy, propelled him into a life in medicine. He wants so desperately to save people – and he does, he reminds himself. He does.


  His time in the Philippines is part of that lifelong penance. He agrees with John Hay, the ambassador to the United Kingdom, that the ten months of fighting was “a splendid little war”, if such a thing can be said about bloodshed. The Americans who made the trek southward, battling malaria and the Spanish, were sons of Civil War veterans. Whites and blacks both served in a common cause, helping to heal the hurting soul of a country still aching from the fight of brother against brother just a generation earlier. Dr. Zeller is proud to have been a small part of that healing.


  Again, Mr. Barchfeld jumps into the conversation. “How many unsuccessful escapes have you had?”


  An odd question, but Dr. Zeller is here to answer any questions, no matter how strange. He chuckles. “We have had quite a number of unsuccessful escapes. We think nothing of an escape. If somebody wanders down the hill or off of the grounds there is no fuss. Somebody checks them up and says such and such a patient is missing. Then the hue and cry is raised and we go out and look for him, and in most instances he will be brought in in a reasonable time.”


  Mr. Barchfeld’s eyebrows are nearly part of his hairline. “What do the friends of the patient think of that?”


  Dr. Zeller relaxes, and a smile ghosts across his fierce face. “The friends of the patient are our inspiration in all this. They are the people who are sustaining us in this. They like it.”


  The chairman picks up the questioning. He seems to be searching for any weakness in the asylum’s care, and Dr. Zeller is beginning to get a trifle irritated with the fussy little man, although he’s careful not to let it show. He understands the man’s posturing in front of his peers, the representatives of the United States. Mental illness is a terrifying thing, and most of these men would rather continue to see the mentally ill as dangerously unbalanced crazies – if they think about them at all.


  But Dr. Zeller is here to educate them, to lead them to a different understanding of mental illness – exactly what he hopes to do in Illinois, too. By training his staff to his exacting standards, he hopes to show the world a different face of the severely mentally ill … the people the rest of the world calls “incurable”. And he does that by answering questions, day after day, as patiently as he can.


  The chairman glances at his notes. “Take a ward that holds thirty people –”


  “We have no such ward,” Dr. Zeller says with a trace of smugness.


  “What would the ward hold?”


  “Sixty is our smallest ward.”


  “How many attendants do you have on that ward at one time watching those sixty people?”


  “Two.”


  “Do you mean to say that such absolute surveillance can be had by two attendants over sixty patients as to prevent either attacks by patients on attendants or injuries by patients to themselves?”


  Dr. Zeller relents. “I’m speaking of a typical ward, where patients are generally on their good behavior.”


  The chairman huffs irritation. “Then take a case where a ward contains patients who are not on their good behavior.”


  “Then we have more attendants – probably five on such a ward.”


  “Let me ask you, then, the question in this way. Granted a ward of disturbed patients, with sixty patients in it, watched by five attendants; can you prevent attacks, or injuries by patients to themselves?”


  “It keeps the girls very busy in certain wards,” Dr. Zeller says in a dry voice.


  One of the representatives – a Mr. Smyser, according to his nameplate – stands, holding a sheaf of papers. He adjusts his glasses on his long nose. “Doctor, I see on page 11 of your report, you say: ‘We have a woman who choked two women to death’.”


  “Yes, sir; we still have her.”


  “ ‘And a man who inflicted a fatal bite upon another, and subsequently he killed two women with a fire poker’,” Smyser continues.


  “Yes, we still have him. I remember him very well.”


  The chairman can’t contain himself. “Do you not think that could have been prevented if they had been restrained?”


  Dr. Zeller’s reply is calm, measured. “In both cases these things happened in the almshouse before they came to us.”


  Mr. Hay jumps in again. “You say these things happened –”


  “In the almshouse,” Dr. Zeller finishes for him. His voice is firm; retirement has not dimmed his military bearing. “I am citing there the character of the patients that are brought to us.”


  “It did not happen in your institution?” Hay asks.


  “No, sir; these people were brought to us after these things had happened.”


  “Have they hurt anybody since they have been with you?” Hay presses.


  Dr. Zeller concedes the point. “Yes, sir; that man bit a man’s nose off.”


  “If you had put that man in mechanical restraint, would that have prevented him biting the nose off?”


  Dr. Zeller sighs. “It is a mania with him. He is kept under very close watch now. It is perhaps eighteen months ago that he did that. We had a conversation as to the advisability of pulling the man’s teeth, but I could not bring myself to think that the pulling of his teeth would be excused in light of modern ideas in the care of the insane, and the teeth were not extracted. We will take a chance on him not doing it again.”


  “Will you have to keep him restrained all the time in order to prevent an accident of that kind?” Mr. Hay asks.


  “You would have to keep him away from noses,” Dr. Zeller shrugs.


  Someone in the room barks startled laughter, and Mr. Hay frowns.


  Mr. Smyser is still flipping through pages of paperwork. “Doctor, I see on page 12, under the heading ‘Curtailments of Restraint’ –”


  “That is two years old, that report,” Dr. Zeller interrupts, fighting the urge to rise from his chair. “I beg your pardon, but please remember that that report is two years old.”


  “Just a moment. ‘Mechanical restraint has been reduced to the minimum, and all other apparatus has been discarded except in a few periodical violent inmates on the male side.’ At the time of this writing you did have some sort of restraint?” Mr. Smyser looks up.


  “We have abolished the restraint not so very long ago – absolutely abolished it,” Dr. Zeller answers. He can’t emphasize this enough. It is one of the guiding tenets of the asylum – his asylum.


  “How recently?”


  “On the 25th of September, 1905. That was the day the final order was issued against the use of restraint in our institution. There had been a progressive movement toward its elimination, and it was made final on that day.” Dr. Zeller’s voice is quiet steel. He loathes any sort of restraint. A nurse must have her hands on a struggling patient, to soothe with a gentle touch. And a human hand can feel the instant of surrender, the instant the struggling stops. Canvas and iron can’t feel.


  The chairman takes up the questioning once more. “When you find patients who seek to injure themselves by picking out their eyes and striking themselves and jabbing things into themselves, what do you do with them?” The chairman is leaning forward, elbows on his desk, waiting, eagerly it seems, for Zeller’s answer to this inflammatory question.


  And Dr. Zeller himself has been waiting for this very question to be asked. He glances around at the men in the room. Many faces are twisted in polite disgust at the idea that someone could purposefully claw their own eyes out. My god, that’s horrible. Only a crazy person would do that, right?


  But he is prepared for this question. In a way, he has been preparing for this question ever since September 1904. He has been expecting it. And he has a good answer for it. A skeletal, grinning face flashes in his mind’s eye. Rhoda … good God, does he ever have a good answer.


  “We have a patient who was forty-four years in an almshouse who plucked out both eyes in her madness,” he says. He tries to ignore the whisper of revulsion that rushes through the room like a fetid breeze. This is Rhoda’s story, and it is important, and he will tell it. “She has been with us a couple of years now.”


  The chairman can’t hide the horrified fascination in his voice. “Did she pluck out her eyes in the almshouse or after she came to you?”


  “She did it in the almshouse.”


  “That is what you call suicidal mania, is it not?”


  Dr. Zeller frowns in irritation. “Yes, you might call that suicidal.” But in truth, he has never seen a patient with a stronger will to live. In spite of her appalling circumstances, Rhoda is alive.


  Rhoda, her sightless, skeletal face still before him, is one of the reasons he is here in Washington DC, testifying before the Special Committee on Investigation of the Government Hospital for the Insane. She is one of several hundred reasons, really, the reasons currently wandering the grounds of the Illinois Hospital for the Incurable Insane, or shivering in the beds of the wards, watched over by attentive nurses.


  “Trees in winter,” he murmurs to himself, far too softly for the secretary to pick it up, far below the hearing of the aggressive chairman. It’s a reminder to himself.


  That morning, as he was standing in front of the hotel room mirror, settling his cover, Sophie had come up behind him. She had brushed an invisible speck of dust from his shoulder, letting her small hand rest there for a moment.


  “Remember the trees in winter,” she had said, and Dr. Zeller had nodded in understanding. It has been a private code between them for years, a way to explain their devotion to the patients in their care.


  Dr. George Zeller, and Sophie too, sees the mentally ill, the demented, those with nowhere else to turn, as trees in winter. They may be stark, gaunt, skeletal. They may look like they have little or nothing to offer. They may not be useful, or beautiful, or productive in any real sense of the word. But they deserve care and unconditional love just like any other human being.


  They are alive, just like trees in winter.


  Part One—The Beginning


  Chapter One


  Rhoda Derry


  The story of Rhoda Derry is one of the great tragedies of mental health care in Illinois, and one of the great triumphs of the Peoria State Hospital. The old phrase “truth is stranger than fiction” seems to have been made up just to describe the story of Rhoda’s life … and quite possibly, her afterlife.


  Rhoda was born in Indiana in 1834, the youngest of nine children. Her family moved to Lima, Illinois, near Quincy in the western part of the state, when Rhoda was still just a child. She grew up there, blossoming into a legendary beauty. In different circumstances, Rhoda would have lived an ordinary life. She would have had children. She would have died peacefully, and been remembered decades later by a descendant flipping through an old photo album. She would have been captured in a wedding tintype, perhaps, sitting posed elegantly with a bouquet while her new husband stood behind her. “Wow, look at how pretty Great-grandma Rhoda was,” a child would say, and turn the stiff black page. Rhoda might never have had any notoriety, never been known beyond the private history of her own family, never been a source of fascination to anyone other than the genealogists of her own descent – but she made one fatal mistake.


  She fell in love.


  She spent the rest of her life paying for that mistake. In a few short years, she went from blissfully happy to utterly miserable. Rhoda ended up confined in the Adams County almshouse for decades. She would have died there, an anonymous tragedy, a shameful family secret spoken of in hushed tones if at all … but miraculously, she was rescued.


  In 1902, more than forty years after Rhoda was committed to an almshouse, the Illinois Asylum for the Incurable Insane opened its doors to the lunatic population of the state. It was located in Bartonville, on a bluff top overlooking the Illinois River. The Women’s Club of Bartonville founded the asylum, and chose for their superintendent Dr. George A. Zeller, a respected physician. Dr. Zeller made it his business to visit the almshouses around the state, and to rescue the most pathetic, abused, wretched cases and bring them to his modern, state-funded, state of the art institution. Dr. Zeller found Rhoda. He took her into his care.


  He saved her.


  Rhoda Derry became famous during the last two years of her life. Her case was so astonishing that reporters and other visitors to the asylum couldn’t help but be fascinated by her story. Dr. Zeller and his protective nurses never let Rhoda become an object of curiosity. Instead, they used her case to gently remind reporters, politicians, and other influential people that the asylum was doing real good for its patients.


  Rhoda died in 1906, but her story continues to resonate through the years. In 2010, an indie film company called Reality’s End began work on a movie about Rhoda’s life. Their experiences making that film convinced them there was more, much more to Rhoda’s story. And tales of Rhoda’s spirit add to the wealth of ghost stories surrounding the Peoria State Hospital, one of the most haunted places in the United States.


  This book is a look back at Rhoda’s life, and the events that led to her forty-plus-year incarceration in an almshouse. It’s also an examination of the supernatural activity that still goes on at the Peoria State Hospital – activity that includes Rhoda.


  I first heard Rhoda’s story years ago, when I was writing my first collection of true ghost stories. I later wrote a book dealing with the hauntings at the abandoned asylum. In researching Fractured Spirits: Hauntings at the Peoria State Hospital, I stood at Rhoda’s grave many times. I read a book written by Rhoda’s great-grand-nephew, D. Doc Derry.


  And the more I learned about Rhoda’s story, the weirder it got.


  There is a single photograph that is said to be an image of Rhoda Derry, taken at the end of her life. The figure in that picture is a wizened mummy, grinning toothlessly at someone behind the photographer, her knuckles swollen from years of using her hands as feet. She sits on the floor because she can no longer sit in a chair. She is a grotesque caricature of a human being, like something out of a nightmare. This is the image most people have of Rhoda – this is the image that shows up on Pinterest, of all places, when Google is asked to find information on Rhoda Derry.


  But Rhoda didn’t always look like that. She was once a gorgeous young lady, poor, but pretty enough to catch the eye of a well-to-do farmer’s son. She laughed, lived, loved. I wanted to show Rhoda Derry in all her variety, not just the hollow shell she became.


  This book is intended to give the reader a look into the life of one ordinary woman, and a look at the society that shaped her. I have taken a few dramatic liberties with Rhoda’s story, imagining scenes between her and her intended, Charles Phenix. But the facts of Rhoda’s life and history are so compelling, there’s really no need for embellishment beyond simply setting the scene.


  The story of Rhoda Derry, as strange and terrifying and touching as it is, is not a work of fiction.


  It’s true. It really happened. This is a story of young love, of bitter loss, of mental illness, of abandonment and redemption, a story given to us by history itself.


  And it started with a kiss.


  Chapter Two


  Early Illinois


  Both small towns of Lima and Ursa, Illinois, lay in the massive chunk of western Illinois known as the Military Tract. This was land owned by the United States government, which had taken it from the Sauk tribe. The Sauk, long-time trading partners with the British, fought the Americans during the War of 1812 when the Americans attempted to take control of the territory along the Mississippi River. In 1813, the Sauk migrated into Missouri, and in 1816, western Illinois officially became part of the United States when the Potawatomi tribe ceded six million acres of Illinois territory. In 1815, surveyors from the General Land Office began marking out the boundaries of the 87,000 square mile wedge of land between the Illinois and Mississippi Rivers.


  In return for their service, veterans of the War of 1812 were entitled to a hundred and sixty acres in the Military Tract. Of the territory’s 5,360,000 acres, two-thirds were reserved for soldiers’ bounties. Each soldier received a deed to his parcel. The mail system was dodgy in those days, so many of the men who came to the area were surveyors and land agents, tasked with making sense of who actually owned which parcel of land. Many of the soldiers, though, were disinclined to farm the land on the western frontier. Some unfortunate Yankees came out to take possession of their land, then found out that farming was a much different proposition than soldiering. Quite a few men found that they had spent all their money getting to their land in Illinois, then had no idea how to go about farming it – and were dead broke. Land speculators would buy up these tracts from the hapless soldiers, giving them enough capital to make their way home, back East. During the 1830s, those speculators sold a lot of the land to farmers who would settle there and start farms.


  Illinois is considered a northern state now, but when Rhoda and Charles were born, the state had a decidedly Southern accent. In 1818, when Illinois was granted statehood, it had a population of around 35,000. Of those, four out of every six residents of Illinois were of southern origin. There were three main groups of people who came to settle in the Military Tract; New Englanders, folks from the mid-Atlantic states, and Southerners. The Yankees tended to see the southern immigrants as hopelessly backwards, even ignorant. The Southerners, for their part, thought the Yankees put on airs and were condescending to them. To be fair, they weren’t wrong. The Yankees of Illinois went so far as to refer to poor white Southerners as “white folks”, to distinguish them from blacks.


  We also think of Illinois as being a slave-free state in the years before the Civil War. This, too, was not exactly the case. When Illinois became a state in 1818, it was, on paper, free of slavery. But many of the settlers of the time were French, and they did own slaves. So the Illinois Constitution of 1818 protected slavery in some cases, and allowed Southern slave owners to bring blacks into the state for specific purposes. Slavery didn’t become illegal in Illinois until 1848.


  Illinois law even made things difficult for slave owners who wanted to free their slaves. They were required to stand for the good character of the blacks, and if the newly freed slaves became a burden on the state, their former owners were responsible for their upkeep.


  The opening of the land office in Quincy in February 1831 touched off a wave of migration to western Illinois. With government prices of Military Tract land at $1.25 an acre, people flocked to the area. For several centuries, the Native Americans had been benefitting from the proximity of two of the great rivers of Illinois. Part of the fur trade between the Europeans and the Indians involved shipping furs (deer, muskrat, raccoon, beaver, otter, and bear) from St. Louis to Pittsburgh on the Ohio River. Guidebooks for settlers headed to Illinois touted the advantages of buying land in the Military Tract: cheap land, fertile soil, and convenient river and railway connections to markets.


  The Panic of 1837 put the brakes on land sales, but settlers were allowed to occupy the land and cultivate it, if they ponied up the money for a tax lien on land that was in delinquent status. Of course, with land prices so low, anyone with $200 to spare could buy a parcel of timber and prairie and start up a farm.


  The geography of western Illinois was ideal for settlement. The wooded areas were mostly burr oak, black oak, hickory, and butternut. These nut trees provided plentiful foraging for the hogs that were allowed to roam the forest. The woods also provided game – deer, turkey, rabbit, and quail – to supplement settlers’ diets. The prairie was crisscrossed with creeks and streams – a lucky break. Nobody wanted to dig a well through tough prairie sod. A stream could also provide power for a lumber or flour mill. The year 1849 was the farming year examined in the 1850 census. In 1849, Adams County was one of the biggest producers of wheat in Illinois, providing between three and five bushels per improved acre. By the 1840s, wheat surpluses in the Military Tract were so far above local needs that the excess was shipped to market.


  Add to this the ease of getting products to market on the Mississippi and Illinois Rivers, and on the railroads that soon stitched their way across the landscape, and the Illinois Military Tract had a lot of appeal to settlers in the first half of the nineteenth century. The economic possibilities were a powerful draw, but guidebooks of the time plucked at the strings of family devotion as well.


  The aim of these guidebooks was to lure farmers into settling down in the Military Tract, and the writers weren’t above using a bit of emotional blackmail. One guidebook writer warned that if his readers weren’t able to provide land for their sons, “they must then be turned out into the world, and trust to the winds and waves of fortune, which may waft them on to competency and virtue, and which may bear them away to utter and hopeless poverty and irreclaimable vice”. The choice was clear: if they stayed in the East, their sons could be lost to cesspools of vice and poverty, but if they moved out to Illinois, their children would be nearby, well-provided for, and would eventually inherit their parents’ legacy.


  Lima Township is in the northwest corner of Adams County. The western part of the township was originally swampland, saturated from time to time by overflow from the Mississippi River which flowed on the western border of the township. This slough was known as Lima Lake, and some of the best fishing and hunting in western Illinois was to be found there.


  Not all of the hunting done around Lima Lake was recreational, though. Sometimes the farmers of the area would go out to cut down on the pest population of the countryside. During one of these hunts, in 1833, it was said that on Bull’s branch, hunters discovered a snake den with a hundred and eighty snakes writhing together. When the settlers were first breaking the prairie sod, they would tell of killing twenty to thirty rattlesnakes a day. They would set fire to the grass to make the sod easier to cut. The fire would drive the snakes out of the tall grass. A writer of the time helpfully described the difference between timber rattlesnakes and prairie rattlesnakes: timber rattlers were four feet long, with bright copper spots, which made them easy to see in the grass. Prairie rattlers, on the other hand, were smaller and dirt-colored, and harder to spot.


  One mile east of the town of Lima was the White Oak branch of the lake, which circled around and eventually emptied into Bear Creek. Further west of White Oak branch was a rough patch of wilderness known as Pea Ridge. The wild country was far from worthless, even in its untamed state. The forests on Pea Ridge were high-quality white oak, and when those trees were harvested for manufacturing purposes, the land they had been dominating proved to be ideal for growing wheat, another cash crop.


  It was the German settlers in the area, though, who put the land to even better use – they planted grapevines and started producing wine, in a nod to their Rhineland heritage. The land directly around the village of Lima was especially suited for fruit culture, in particular the cultivation of apples. Lima ranked first in the county in apple growing. The plateau formed by White Oak branch on the east and Lima Lake on the west was some of the richest farmland in the state of Illinois, turning out amazing quantities of corn, wheat, oats, apples, and other staple products. And in the center of the plateau was the little town of Lima.


  In 1833, Dr. Joseph Orr built the first general store in the area. The fact that a store was there pretty much guaranteed a town would spring up around it. Dr. Orr was, at the time, playing host to a friend visiting from Peru. The Peruvian declared that he had been to many countries in his travels, but that nowhere had such beautiful women as the capital of his native country. However, he noted gallantly, the women in this new town ran a very close second. He therefore suggested to Dr. Orr that they call the new town Lima. (Of course, the inhabitants continued the southern Illinois habit of using a completely different pronunciation than the namesake city. Hence we get KAY-ro for Cairo, VY-enna for Vienna, New BER-lin instead of New Ber-LIN, and Lima, which is pronounced LYE-ma like the bean, not LEE-ma like the capital of Peru.)


  A town named for the beauty of its female inhabitants – what a perfect place for Rhoda Derry to grow up. According to family legend, Rhoda was a strikingly beautiful young woman in 1850, when she met Charles Phenix. A strong, trim teenage girl with long dark hair, she would definitely have caught the eye of another healthy teenager. D. Doc Derry, Rhoda’s great-great nephew, wrote, “Personally, that doesn’t surprise me. After all, Derry women are beautiful, and I can attest to that fact when thinking about my daughter, granddaughter, and nieces.”


  Rhoda was born in Fayette County, Indiana, on October 10, 1834, the youngest of the nine children of Jacob and Rachel (Bright) Derry. The family started off in Pennsylvania and worked their way steadily westward, finally settling in Lima.


  Rhoda and Charles were sixteen when they met, but their backgrounds could hardly have been more different. The Phenixes, Frederick and Nancy, were a well-off farming family. Charles was one of four children born to the prosperous Frederick and Nancy.


  The Derrys, on the other hand, were quite poor. Jacob Derry was never quite able to make a go of farming, even in the fertile plateau where Lima was located. In fact, many of the references to the Derrys in various census records show them living not on their own farm, but in other people’s houses.


  Rhoda was the youngest of the Derrys’ nine children – the baby of the family. It’s possible that, as much as they were able given their reduced circumstances, her parents spoiled her. This is pure conjecture, of course, but a young girl with Rhoda’s looks, the youngest child, could grow up with a firm idea of what she wanted.


  And what Rhoda wanted, at age sixteen, was Charles Phenix.


  Ursa Township is the largest township in Adams County. In 1830, a merchant named Peter Vannerst built the first frame building in “Old Ursa”. Vannerst also served as the first postmaster when Richard M. Johnson established the post office. The fact that it had its own post office notwithstanding, Old Ursa was never officially designated as a village. “New Ursa” was founded in 1875, less than a mile north from the Ursa Charles Phenix would have known. In 1875 William B. Smith sold off acre parcels at the crossing of the public road and the railroad branch. Shops and private residences soon sprang up where the Quincy and Warsaw public road and the C., B., & Q. Railroad intersected.


  Ursa’s role in commerce was also bolstered by its location just seven miles east of the Mississippi River. The countryside around Ursa was honeycombed with numerous springs and several creeks, including Bear Creek, which wandered down from the north after curling around Lima.


  The land around Ursa was just as fertile as the country around Lima. The focus just to the south was not so much on wheat as it was on livestock, especially the raising of dairy cows.


  Charles wasn’t born in Ursa. He was a transplant, just like Rhoda. He was born in Kentucky, as were his parents, Frederick and Nancy, and his older sister Elizabeth. The family moved to Illinois around 1836, before Charles’ younger two siblings were born. So they’d been in the state for about fourteen years when Charles and Rhoda met.


  Fourteen years is long enough, when you’re living in a small town, to settle in, to gain a reputation for yourself. The Phenix family seems to have been well-off, and well-respected. Even Charles, as young as he was, appears to have been known as a level-headed youngster. How do we know this? It’s a bit of guesswork, true, but we do know that when Charles was only thirteen years old, he was called into court, along with his father, Frederick – as a witness in an “assault to kill” case.


  The court system in western Illinois at that time was used mostly for settling debts – usually less than $100, but many of $80 or $90. The threat of being embarrassed by a public trial was an effective way to keep people current on their financial obligations. These trials were open to the public, and often provided a bit of entertainment for farmers who were willing to take a Saturday afternoon off and take a wagon ride into town.


  However, the courts were also used for settling violent disputes. The countryside may have seemed quiet when compared to cities of the nineteenth century, but the peaceful landscape often hid complicated relationships. As one writer put it, “In the unfenced open country, where guns were handy for hunting and farm tools had sharp points, an argument over a stray cow could quickly become assault.”


  In the fall of 1847, one of these simmering feuds boiled over into violence. According to court records, on October 20, 1847, the court heard a case between Edmund Martin, the defendant, and William B. Martin, the complainant. (It’s not explained in the records if the two men were related, but in a small town, it’s a safe bet they were.) Edmund Martin came under indictment by the Grand Jury of the County for “the crime of making an assault with the intent to commit murder”. On September 1, 1847, Edmund loaded a gun and held it on William.


  The faded, spidery writing of the records tells an intriguing story. William went to Edmund’s house with several other men, including Frederick and Charles Phenix. While there, William told one of the witnesses not to buy fruit from Edmund until after another of the witnesses had gotten there – there seemed to be an argument over price, because William said “they intended to have it whether the defendant [Edmund] was willing or not”, and then they could get it cheaper. Edmund asked to borrow a pistol from one of the witnesses – then he loaded it and pointed it at William, threatening to shoot him.


  Edmund didn’t ask for a continuance at his trial. He basically admitted that the witnesses were correct, and he was willing to take his punishment, whatever it was. Bail was set at $1000. (It’s frustrating that none of the witnesses were named in the court records – it would be interesting to know who said what, especially if either Frederick or Charles were involved more than tangentially in the argument.)


  This was still the frontier, of course. But I do find it intriguing that the word of a thirteen-year-old boy held just as much weight in court as that of his father. Charles must have been quite a remarkable young man.


  Chapter Three


  The Derry Family


  Of the Derry’s nine children, the oldest – Philip, Basil, and Carlisle – were out of the house by 1843. Philip and Basil married and lived in Illinois with their wives, and Carlisle stayed in Indiana, then married and moved to Missouri with his bride. Oldest sister Mary Jane married Anderson Slater – her brother-in-law, older brother to Basil’s wife Sallie Slater.


  With nine children in the family, each sibling had to make their own way in the world. Each child had to work to make a name for himself – or herself. Philip, the oldest, tried to do this in a big way. He married Cynthia Pribble in 1841, and they lived in Adams County for a while, welcoming their first two children (Jacob, born October 1, 1846, and Edna D. “America” Derry, born October 17, 1849).


  Around that time, news began to come from the west – gold had been discovered, and folks were flocking to California and Oregon. The lure of gold was too powerful to resist, so in 1850, Philip gave his brother Basil power of attorney over his affairs. And in the summer of 1851, Philip and Cynthia packed up their belongings, gathered their two small children, and set off to seek their fortune. They were one of the first families to travel to Oregon via the Barlow Route, crossing over Mount Hood.


  It was a daring move. Cynthia was pregnant with the couple’s third child during their travels across the Great Plains and over the Rocky Mountains. But the little family arrived safely in Oregon City in Oregon Territory before the first snowfall. Basil Bois Derry was born March 22, 1852. Basil was just barely two months old when the family was on the move again, this time south to Jacksonville. Philip was taking the family to the mining camps, to finally begin their search for gold.


  Then, tragedy struck. Philip and Cynthia were traveling by horseback – the only good way to get from Oregon City to Jacksonville. The trail led through a canyon, and the riders had to follow a creek bed for most of the way. Cynthia’s horse lost its footing on the slippery stones of the creek bed, and Cynthia broke her arm in the fall. The break went bad, and three months later, Cynthia Derry was dead.


  While she lay ill, a woman named Jane Wright came to care for Cynthia and baby Basil. After Cynthia’s death, on October 10, 1852, the Wrights continued to care for the infant.


  But fate and tragedy weren’t yet finished with the young family. The next year, in the spring of 1854, Philip fell ill. He wrote out a will on March 20, 1854. Nine days later, on March 29, he died at the home of Towner Savage.


  Although Philip’s will requested that his three orphaned children stay with Towner Savage, only the oldest, Jacob, actually did. Edna was adopted by the family of Reverend Obed Dickinson, and eventually took their family name. Baby Basil stayed with Jane and William Wright.


  Brother Basil’s story was just as fraught with drama, but it had a happier ending. Basil married Sarah (Sallie) Slater around 1841. They spent ten years together, and had five children – Sarah Catherine, Rachel Jane, Nancy Elizabeth, Carlisle, and William. Then, in 1851, Sallie, Carlisle, and William all died.


  William was the first to go. He was about six weeks old when he died in March. Then, his brother Carlisle died in June. He was not quite three years old. Six months later, mother Sallie passed away. Derry family historian Doc Derry has found no explanation for this series of tragic events. According to his research, there was no epidemic going on in the Quincy area at that time. Maybe all three died from a disease, from cholera or smallpox or typhoid fever. (The three older daughters, and Basil, were fine.) Maybe there were three different causes of death. Maybe it was just plain bad luck for the young family.


  Basil married again in May 1852, just five months after Sallie’s death. His new bride, Fredericka Christena Weidenheimer, was a young widow – she had married John Niebuhr in 1847, but he had died March 1848. At the time of his death, Fredericka was only nineteen years old. She was twenty-three when she married Basil. Basil and Fredericka went on to have seven children together.


  [image: ]


  Basil also fought in the Civil War, serving with the 84th Illinois Infantry Regiment. The regiment was organized at Quincy in August 1862, and fought at Chickamauga and Kenesaw Mountain. The regiment participated in the Atlanta campaign, and fought battles at Franklin, Nashville, and on Lookout Mountain with Hooker’s division.


  Basil served in this unit alongside his brother-in-law, John Jacob Weidenheimer. Also serving along with Basil and John was William Alexander, Basil’s son-in-law. (Basil was not the only soldier in the family. Brother James McCann Derry also served the Union.) The only action Basil saw was the battle of Stones River, Tennessee, on December 31, 1862, and possibly again on January 2, 1863. He must have been wounded in the battle, as he was discharged January 4, 1863, at Bowling Green, Kentucky, for disability. Basil left the army and came safely home. He became a United Brethren minister, and died March 14, 1899. Fredericka lived until September 5, 1903.


  There were more Derry siblings, but their deeds have mostly been lost to time. They were farmers – James McCann Derry was still farming in his seventies, living in Missouri, in 1906. The girls grew up to be farmers’ wives. All of them … except for Rhoda.


  Chapter Four


  The Meeting


  It is a beautiful spring day in 1850. Rhoda Derry blows a stray strand of dark hair out of her eyes with an impatient puff. It isn’t that she minds going to things like a barn raising. She enjoys the chance to socialize, and at sixteen years old, visiting is a welcome change from the boring daily trudge of farm life.


  But, she thinks as she stands next to her mother behind the long trestle table, a spring afternoon like this is made for wandering in the woods hunting mushrooms, not waiting to serve sweaty men who’d just spent the day knocking together a barn. Yes, she is looking forward to the barn dance that evening. There are sure to be some good-looking boys there to dance with. But still, she chafes. Oh, she is proud to have contributed to the dinner. Her bread is the finest in the county, she is sure, and her oatmeal pie can’t be beat.


  She can’t shake the glum feeling, though, that the only reason her family has been invited to help with this barn raising was that the Derrys are known to be hard workers. She sniffs to herself. And what has hard work ever gotten them? Not much, that was for sure. The Derrys are still dirt poor. She’d bet they are probably the poorest folks in Lima. She frowns and thrusts the spoon savagely into the bowl of buttered corn.


  “Hey, what’d that corn ever do to you?”


  The voice is smooth as sorghum molasses. Rhoda looks up into the most beautiful slate-gray eyes she has ever seen.


  “Oh … nothing,” she stammers, suddenly shy. “Did you – were you helping to raise the barn?”


  “All day,” the boy grins, and Rhoda could kick herself for the sheer idiocy of the question. “Funny, though. I don’t think I’ve seen you before now. I’d have remembered.” He smiles, and Rhoda’s knees go weak.


  “You must be hungry after all that work,” she says, finding her smile. “Can I get you anything?”


  “Plate of food would be good.” Again, that cheeky grin.


  “How ’bout you find a seat, and I’ll bring it to you. I don’t mind.” Rhoda hears the words tumble from her mouth, and finds, to her astonishment, that she means them. The boy looks to be about her own age. He doesn’t live in Lima – she’d have noticed him if he did. She has to find out more about him.


  The boy nods and turns away. Rhoda watches him go – just to note where he sits, she tells herself. As soon as he pulls out a chair at a nearby table and plumps wearily into it, she busies herself fixing a plate.


  He’s been working all day, he’s probably famished … a piece of fried chicken … and who doesn’t like a good slice of ham? Now Rhoda dithers as she casts her gaze on the serving bowls crowding the table. Corn bread, that’s good … oh, supposing he doesn’t like green beans?


  Finally the plate is full. Rhoda stops to grab a mug of lemonade, and carries them both to the table where the boy sits. He stands as she approaches, which makes her feel like a real lady. She puts the plate down in front of him.


  “That looks real good,” the boy says. “I’m Charles, by the way. Charles Phenix. This here’s my folks.” He gestures to an older couple, a teenage girl, and two younger kids, a boy and a girl.


  “Happy to meet you. I’m Rhoda Derry.” Rhoda ducks her head at the Phenixes. To Charles, she says, “Hope you enjoy the food. And the lemonade.” She gives him her brightest smile.


  “There’s a big slice of oatmeal pie with your name on it waitin’ for you when you’re done. I made it myself.” Rhoda thinks she sees a disapproving frown ghost its way across Mrs. Phenix’s face, but she ignores it. “So come on up whenever you’re ready.”


  “Oh, I’ll be back, don’t you worry. I wouldn’t miss your pie for anything.” Charles smiles and turns to his plate.


  “So, how did you two meet?” It’s easy dinner-party conversation, a way to break the ice over cocktails and appetizers. And at an engagement party or a wedding, it gives the star couple a chance to coo over each other in the spotlight without looking like complete soppy idiots.


  The truth is, we have no idea how Rhoda Derry and Charles Phenix met. They could easily have met at a barn raising. They both lived in small towns in Adams County, Illinois. The two communities of Lima and Ursa were less than ten miles apart, and it’s likely the two small farming towns pooled their resources for communal events.


  Charles and Rhoda could also have met at something more celebratory, less utilitarian than a barn raising. County farm societies in Illinois started to sponsor agricultural exhibitions as early as the 1820s, and these fairs were still going strong during the 1840s. In the early 1850s, the state legislature established agricultural societies charged with overseeing the work of county groups. These state-level groups were also responsible for organizing state fairs. Adams County was in a very agrarian part of Illinois. Agricultural exhibitions, and later, state fairs, served a purpose beyond allowing farm families a chance to get off of the homestead and socialize. They also served as clearinghouses of information and places to exchange ideas and pick up new farming techniques. As prosperous farmers, Frederick Phenix and his son Charles may have eagerly looked forward to these gatherings.


  Farmers got help in running their homesteads from a variety of sources, but by far the biggest source of cheap labor was one’s own family. Illinois farmers raised hogs for their own use, and to sell at market. They kept cows, and farm wives turned the milk into butter and cheese. By the age of ten, at the very least, a farm boy was helping his father in the fields. By the age of fifteen or so, he was doing a man’s work. Most fathers didn’t pay their sons any wages. In fact, if a teenage son earned wages elsewhere, that money was expected to be turned over to the patriarch. In return, though, sons could expect their father to help them acquire their own farms when they came of age and got married.


  As one of only two sons in the family, Charles Phenix could look forward to a comfortable inheritance, enough to set him and a wife up on a farm of their own. This was probably a big source of friction between his mother, Nancy Phenix, and Rhoda Derry.


  And what about the role Rhoda was supposed to play in the household economy? As poor as the Derrys were, they (or the families they boarded with) would probably have had a cow. They kept chickens for meat and eggs. Sheep provided wool, which was spun into yarn, again by the women in the household. By the middle of the nineteenth century, only some of this yarn was being knitted or woven into clothing for the family’s use. More often, it too was sold.


  Candlemaking was another task of frontier households, and a very tedious job it was. There were molds that could produce six, twelve, or even twenty-four candles at a time, but most candles were formed by dipping the wicks in beef or deer tallow. It took three or four hours of dipping, putting on one thin layer of tallow at a time, to make six candles. And a house of average size might use three dozen candles a week. Christiana Holmes Tillson, in her book A Woman’s Story of Pioneer Illinois, writes of dipping sixteen dozen candles in the fall and twenty dozen in the spring. The tallow for the spring batch had to be boiled in alum water to harden it for use in the summer.


  F.M.Perryman, author of Pioneer Life in Illinois, wrote that there was little difference on the frontier between men’s and women’s work. “Men could cook and wash and spin, and the women could do almost any kind of man’s work. The girls could yoke up the cattle and go out and haul a load of wood, and sometimes when the girls were not in the field they would go and shoot a mess of squirrels and make a big pot-pie for their brothers’ dinner. Where there were large families, the parents did but little, the boys and girls done nearly all.”


  “History shows us that while many women lived in the Victorian Age, they were not ‘Victorian women’.” (Carr) These women worked hard on the farms where they spent most of their lives. They didn’t have the time or the leisure to sit around drinking afternoon tea, or to be concerned with whether or not a table’s “limbs” were covered by a tablecloth. The submissive, virtuous, domestic woman was the ideal of nineteenth century American society – the ideal, not the reality.
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