


CHAPTER 1

An Unbaked Country Boy

ALBERT GOODWILL SPALDING WAS BORN ON SEPTEMBER 2, 1850, TO A PROSperous land-owning family in the primitive frontier village of Byron, Illinois, about 85 miles west of Chicago. The settlement was not long past its founding, when pioneers slept on their wagons, using their boots as a pillow and their coat as a blanket. Even when Albert arrived, Byron was little more than a collection of log cabins, some of which did double duty as a tavern or a general store as well as the proprietor’s home. Settlers insulated their rough living quarters with prairie grass to protect themselves from the plains’ brutal subzero winters; some cabins were only 10 by 14 feet and used blankets for doors.1

Albert was the second son born to James Lawrence Spalding and the former Harriet Irene Goodwill Wright but the first son to survive infancy. The couple’s first child, Henry Clinton Spalding, died one year to the day before Albert arrived; he was eight months old.

Spalding’s father was a descendant of one Edward Spalding, who had emigrated to America from Lincolnshire, England, in the earliest days of the Massachusetts Bay Colony, arriving between 1630 and 1633, and settling in Braintree, Massachusetts. At least four Spaldings served in the Continental Army during the Revolutionary War, including James’s great-grandfather, Simon, and grandfather, John. James’s branch of the family had moved to Pennsylvania from New England around 1771, arriving in 1810 in Towanda, on the Susquehanna River near the border with New York about 175 miles northwest of Philadelphia. James was born three years later. His father, John, who ran a store and a tavern, became treasurer of Bradford County when it was created from parts of Lycoming and Luzerne Counties.2

James was one of four brothers who had left their hometown in the 1830s to seek their fortunes in the West. They were part of a wave of Easterners who doubled Illinois’s population in the first half of that decade and doubled it again in the second half. James and his older brother, Asa, settled first in Madison County, Illinois, across the Mississippi River from St. Louis, in the winter of 1836.3 In that year of frenzied land speculation, the US government sold three million acres in Illinois, compared with just 133,372 acres five years earlier.

The Spalding brothers bought 46 acres northwest of Alton, Illinois, for $57.49 in February. President Andrew Jackson burst the speculative bubble that summer by requiring that purchasers buy public lands only with gold or silver, not with private banknotes of dubious value. The order rendered bank reserves worthless, triggering a string of bank failures as far away as New York in what came to be called the Panic of 1837. In April, three months before the speculators’ reckoning, Asa migrated 250 miles north, to the village of Byron, Illinois, which was then little more than one log cabin nestled in an oxbow of the Rock River roughly a day’s ride from the Wisconsin Territory. James followed in May and younger brother Simon arrived in October.

The brothers waited for the economy to recover before they staked claims to hundreds of acres of public land north and west of Byron in 1842. Until recently, the land had been home to indigenous people—most of them in the Pottawatomie and Winnebago nations—whom the US government relocated west of the Mississippi River to make way for white settlers.4

In June 1842, James and Simon rode 27 miles to Dixon, Illinois, the location of the closest branch of the General Land Office, to pay for the public land they had staked out. James acquired 240 acres for the statutory minimum of $1.25 an acre, or $300.5 He inherited the capital from his father, Harry, a Revolutionary War veteran who died in 1822. Simon bought 129 acres on the same trip. James added 20 acres for $77.40 in July 1844, and another 160 acres for $200 in October 1846, bringing his total to 420 acres. He and Asa also were among five partners who acquired the land on which the village was being built, giving James several “town” plots where he erected houses, one for his family and others to rent to pioneers pouring into the area.6

The Spaldings were not just prosperous; they were leading citizens of both Byron and Ogle County. Brother Asa Spalding was Byron’s first postmaster, once the Frink, Walker and Co. stage company added the village to its network around 1845. That relieved residents of having to ride to Dixon once a week to collect mail. Asa also oversaw elections. Simon was a marshal for the Claim Protection Society, a citizens’ group that adjudicated land disputes; his wife, Lydia-Ann, was Byron’s first schoolteacher.

James focused on managing his properties and training his horses as if they were show ponies. His family and friends, however, were seeking another way for the 34-year-old bachelor to fill his days: They were looking for a suitable wife.7

Harriet Irene Goodwill was born in Genesee County, New York, on March 19, 1820, the third of four children of Johnson Goodwill, a prominent lawyer and local politician, and his wife, the former Ruth Durkee Tiffany, a relative of Charles Lewis Tiffany, the jeweler, and his son, the artist Louis Comfort Tiffany. The Goodwills owned a 20-acre estate in Batavia, a town founded by a large developer, the Holland Land Co., in 1801 to facilitate the sale of homesteads to pioneers moving west from New England to the wilderness between Rochester and Buffalo.8 When Harriet was nine years old, her mother died from injuries suffered in a carriage accident. Before passing away, Ruth asked her husband to send Harriet to live with her sister’s family in Clarence, New York, about 20 miles west of Batavia. He did so and dispatched his other children to live with relatives or attend boarding schools.9

Harriet’s guardians, Amos and Lucinda Wright, welcomed the remarkably tall and skinny girl into their home, arranged for her to attend a private school, and made sure she had many advantages, including instruction in art, writing, dance, and music. Always quick to smile, Harriet befriended the Wrights’ son, Henry, who was five years younger than she, and Amos’s brother Austin, who was seven years older. “I was very fond of him,” she said of Austin, her second cousin; “in fact, it grew into more than friendship as he grew older. … I began to realize that I thought a great deal of him.” While out for a ride one day in 1839, Austin, then 25 years old, asked Harriet, 18, if she would accompany him to the Wisconsin Territory, where he had invested in property. Harriet eagerly accepted, and only then, she recalled, did Austin think to ask her to marry him. They exchanged vows in Uncle Amos’s house on September 30 and then drove a carriage 20 miles west to Buffalo, where they spent their wedding night. The next morning, they boarded a steamship headed west.

Arriving in Chicago by way of Detroit, they found the six-year-old Illinois city to be disagreeably marshy and many of its 4,000 settlers suffering fevers and ague, a flu-like illness. Harriet’s recollection that “we were not favorably impressed,” seems to be an understatement. After a week, they left to visit acquaintances in the Rock River area about 85 miles to the west, where they found the promised land they expected: “Rivers so clear, banks so high and dry, and the prairies covered with wildflowers in abundance,” Harriet wrote. But during the extended stay with their friends, the couple’s enthusiasm was tested by the hard labor required to plow dense prairie soil, manually harvest a crop, and use horse-drawn wagons to get it to market.

Austin and Harriet thought the hospitality business might be more to their liking, so when they arrived in Wisconsin the following summer, Austin rented a log-cabin tavern in East Troy, a tiny settlement 30 miles southwest of Milwaukee. A local historian approvingly noted that the tavern’s founder, Austin McCracken, ran the business “on strictly temperance principles”—that is, he did not sell alcohol. He added with evident disdain that under Wright, the inn “was run … not on strictly temperance principles.”10 The Wrights added a dry-goods store in 1842.

Harriet bore her first child, Austin Jr., a year later, but the couple’s joy was cut short when the boy’s father developed an alarming fever. Doctors summoned to the tavern treated him as best they knew how, by opening a vein and allowing him to bleed to balance the fluids in his body. The millennia-old procedure, still common at the time, was for naught. Austin Wright Sr. died on Saturday, August 16, 1845. Not long after, Austin Jr. developed croup and died.

Emotionally shattered and alone, Harriet accepted a friend’s invitation to grieve with her in Rockford, Illinois, a three- or four-day journey away.

When she arrived, Harriet became reacquainted with James Spalding, to whom she had been introduced when she and her late husband arrived in western Illinois. She recalled the very eligible bachelor, who was seven years her senior, as “tall and straight, of dignified bearing and a very fine-looking man.” He resided in Byron, about 15 miles south of Rockford, where he owned a home, rental houses in town, and two nearby farms he leased to tenant farmers, giving him a comfortable income. Encouraged by friends and relatives, James and Harriet began a friendship that grew more intimate over time. They wed on June 6, 1848, in Byron and spent their honeymoon in Chicago, traveling by carriage.

Since Harriet’s introduction to the city a decade earlier, Chicago had grown to more than 20,000 residents and become home to many fancy stores on its unpaved, often muddy streets. And Harriet was happy to take advantage of all those shops had to offer, buying fine carpets, gold-banded tableware, mahogany furniture, and other goods to decorate the house James had built for her in Byron—a “good-sized” log cabin with a wood-frame extension at the intersection of Second and Chestnut Streets.11

Anxious that she was spending too much, she asked her new husband if he was comfortable with her purchases. “You are paying out with your own money; do just as you wish with it,” he replied. “I think you are using very good judgment.” After returning to Byron, she realized that she had forgotten to buy some items on her list, including two mahogany footstools and a white spread. Such items were not essential in their home, which was a log cabin with a wood-frame addition, but James good-naturedly said, “I don’t see how we can live without them. We ought to send right off and get them.”

The aging couple—James was almost 35 years old and Harriet was 27 in the summer of 1848, when lifespans averaged 37 years—quickly set about starting a family. After their first son Henry died at eight months of age in 1849, Albert arrived in the summer of 1850, followed by Mary Lorette on October 14, 1854, and James Walter on July 28, 1856. Over the same period, Harriet’s foster parents, Uncle Amos and Aunt Lucinda, passed away in Clarence, as did their only child. Harriet stood to inherit part of their estate, making the Spaldings even more financially comfortable.

Despite the relatively luxurious living situation, Harriet was no Byron booster. Her antipathy toward the hamlet surfaced the day she arrived there with James in 1848: Her first impression of the primitive village was that it was “rather quiet.” This contrasted with Rockford, which had three times as many residents as Byron and which she described as “quite lively.”12 The Spaldings were not religious but the fact that church services were conducted in log-cabin homes was, to Harriet, a measure of Byron’s backwardness; there would be no dedicated church building in town until 1855. In Byron, she disapprovingly noted, local men could often be found sitting on kegs in the general store, wasting time by swapping witless jokes and idle chatter. “I was not entirely satisfied with the surroundings in Byron so far as my children were concerned,” she wrote years later.13

The rudimentary level of health care also concerned her. Albert Spalding contracted typhoid fever when he was 10 and was “very ill indeed.”14 At the time, typhoid was a feared killer on the frontier. Doctors were at a loss about how to heal it, sometimes settling to treat the worst symptoms—fever, muscle pain, gastrointestinal distress, and pneumonia—while the disease ran its course. Byron had no trained nurses, so Harriet stayed with her son night and day, giving him coffee to drink until his fever broke, sparing her the death of another child.

Byronites’ envy of the Spaldings’ affluence was a thorn in Harriet’s side. Inherited wealth, shrewd land acquisitions, and hard work had made James Spalding one of Byron’s wealthiest residents. The family stood out in the village not only for its fancy wardrobe but for having a live-in servant, an Irish immigrant named Ann Ryan; the 1870 Census estimated Harriet’s real estate was worth $20,000, the equivalent of $500,000 in 2024.15 She spoke of James as “a man of sufficient means to enable us to have every comfort,” and said, “he took life leisurely and was prosperous in every way.” Her pride in her family and disdain for Byron did not sit well with her neighbors, and her children sometimes paid for it.

Harriet once saw her older son scrape his feet together after returning home from Byron’s jerry-built log cabin school, scuffing up the leather shoes she had polished just that morning. When she asked why, he shot back: “I ain’t going to have the boys call me stuck up!” Spalding’s younger sister, Mary, told similar stories. A neighbor girl once followed her home from Sunday school, calling her “stuck up” and making fun of the elaborate silk dress and ribboned hat Harriet had dressed her in that morning.

Her joy was her family. “I had the reputation of being a very indulgent mother, and possibly this was true,” she later wrote, “but I lived entirely for my children and my one desire was to grant their every wish, where it would do them no harm.” She was particularly proud of her oldest, Albert, and particularly protective of him. When he began spending summer hours idling with friends doing who knows what, Harriet instructed him to spend more time with her at home. The boy objected, but his mother insisted. As soon as he grudgingly capitulated, Harriet offered a compromise: mornings at home, afternoons with his friends.

She knew from experience that her older boy would do as he was told. Years earlier, when James and Harriet were invited to dine at the home of one of Byron’s leading citizens, Judge Henry Wheelock, Harriet allowed four-year-old Albert to accompany them—but only if he agreed that he would not sit at the table with the adults, would wait for his supper, and would not cry or make a fuss. “If you let me go, I will wait,” he promised. Harriet said: “We took him and he lived up to his word, and that gave me an idea that
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