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PREFACE

Throughout the Midwest there are literally hundreds
of small towns, some of them quite cosmopolitan in char-
acter because of their urban neighbors, and others
seemingly more than a hundred years behind the times.

These villages were, at one time, all vanguards of tﬁe
great frontier ﬁovement in American history. In spite of
their differences today, during their formative years they
displayed a commonality that allows historians to speculate
on the nature of the frontier process. This study is an
effort to test Frederick Jackson Turner's theory of
individualism and social mobiliﬁy in a particular Iowa
frontier community in the period 1870 - 1920. This quanti-
tative examination will supplement the‘case studies now in
existence or in progress to the point at w%ich a larger,
more encompassing picture of the social mobility factor can
be drawn. By testing certain factors and familiar assump-
tions in a specific situation "fresh light may be thrown

upon old problems and so give rise to further investi-
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gation."”

Two main considerations guided the author in his
selection of a location for the study. First, Montgomery
County and the town of Red Oak exemplify the frontier of
the Middle West which Turner felt was the most "frontier-
like" area of the United States. Second, the author's
knowledge of the area, coupled with his access to infor-
mation, proved to be a great asset to the study. For
instance, much of the information used in this study was
gained indirectly through personal interviews with second
or even third-generation inhabitants. It is presented here
not because it is a source of precise historical infor-
mation, but because it offers us indispensable insight into
the moods and habits of thought that éxisted at the time in
question. So often one finds in the history of any locale
that the inhabitants' perceptions of reality were in effect
an entirely different phenomenon from what historians call
objective truth.

If a stranger unfamiliar with thg mores of the Red

Oak area suddenly appeared in the County attempting a field

1 Robert Lynd, Middletown: A Study in Contemporary Amerlcan
Culture (New York, 1929), 6.




study of local attitudes, he would be at considerable dis-
advantage. As Albert Blumenthal discovered in his own
study of Mineville, small towns are characterized by "close
acqpaintanceship'of everyone with everyone else; the
dominance of personal relations, and the subjection of the
individual to continuous observation and control by the
community.“2 I might add, a severe distrust of curious
prying strangers! As Blumenthal discovered, it is desir-
able ;f not necessary to be a resident in order to under-
take an intimate inquiry into the inner life of a small
community and to make method of the madness that seems to
exist in the myriad number of ;ocial relationships and
events. It was also important for the writer to be suffi-
ciently detached from the community and its life in order
to view the scene with some degree of objectivity. With
six years of undergraduate and graduate training, I bring to
this study something of the detachment and perspective of
an outsider. I have acquired some familiarity with the
methods of historical research to guide me in the "unusual

adventure of studying one's own community."3

2 Albert Blumenthal, Small-Town Stuff (Chicago, 1932), xiii.

3 Ibido ’ iX—X.



The year 1870 was selected as the base line &against
which to project the culture of the 1920's because of the
greater availability of data from that year onward.
Furthermore, the County itself was then organized legally
in much the same way it is today, and the ethnic group
concentrations solidified in the early 1870's. The year
1920 was selected as the end point not because the dominant
settlement characteristics of the foreign and native popu-
lations disappeared after that date, Dbut because of the
restrictions on immigration which followed soon after the
census of that year. In addition, the expansion of the
Model T, radio, news media and increased farm centralization
was bringing an end to rural isolation at the same time.
The lbcal records of the Montgomery County Courthouse at
‘Red Oak provided the basis for much of the socio-economic
mobility data. I am assuming that there is a close
relationship between ecqnomic mobility (non-landed and
spatial varieties) and social mobility.

I would like to take this time to thank the many
generous residents of Red Oak and the surrounding hinter-
land who gave of their time and energy to complete this
study. Particularly, I would like to thank the personnel

of the Montgomery County Courthouse who tolerated this



vii

scholar's ceaseless inguiry. Specifically, I would like to
acknowledge my degt to my typist, Marilyn Hanson Nelson.

A life-long resident of Montgomery County, she offered both
suggestions and creative criticism of certain points in
this thesis. Credit is also due to my wife Debra, and my
sister Kathleen, who both aided me in this research by
providing encouragement when the task indeed seemed
gargantuan. Last, but not least, I.would like to acknow-
ledge my debt to Dr. Jo Ann Carrigan, my thesis advisor.
Without her wise counsel and advice this study would never

have been completed.



INTRODUCTORY NOTE

Located in southwestgrn Iowa, Montgomery County
covers approximately 424 square miles. It is bounded on
the north by Pottawattamie and Cass Counties, on the east
by Adams, on the south by Page, and on the west by Mills
County. Elevations ébove sea level range from 1350 feet on
the northwest to a low of 960 feet on the East Nishnabotna

1 From the

River‘near the southern border of the County.
county seat of Red Oak, it is an easy trip over modern high-
ways to either the Omaha or the Des Moines areas. A
motorist who passes through Montgomery County on U. S. 34
would hardly notice it, except perhaps as one of any number
of Iowa counties primarily recognized for their agri-
cultural contribution. A;closer look at the county seat
itself quickly,provides the image of the typical mid-
western pioneer town in maturity: a well-kept, clean, neat

place; a small-town square with large 0ld trees and a

fountain (where on summer evenings the local high school

1 Works Progress Administration, Inventory of the County
Archives of Iowa (Des Moines, 1941), LXIX, 7.

1




band plays on the green in Sousian manner); old Victorian
homes interspersed with houses of each architectural era
up to the present split-level type.2

To see the substance of the community itself, one has
to leave the highway and travel through the streets. There
the sandstone courthouse dominates the scene. Around the
square old store-fronts with their facades of a different
age recall another time when the hustle and turmoil of
American life was in its infancy. The religious basis of
middlewestern agrarian life is symbolized by well-filled
church parking lots of every faith on Sunday morniﬁg.
Saturday is a day of high commercial activity. Even on
rainy Saturdays the farmers come in to buy their goods, now
from national chain stores instead of the local general
stores of the past. One would almost assume at a glance
that Red Oak itself still maintains the values by which it
lived in 1870---the chief additions being a new high school,
a new water tower, and paved streets. But attractive as

the visitor may find this scene, he will be at a loss to

explain the strong Welsh settlement north of the town, the

2 Arthur J. Vidick, Small Town in Mass Society (New York,
1960), 3.
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Swedish domination of nearby Stanton, or the evidence of
social stratification inherent in the housing quarters of
the different communities in the County. All of these
require the careful eye of the social historian.

Before beginning such a study, however, one must have
a framework of hypotheses and assumptions to be tested.
Without this basic framework, even the best observer who
approaches the thousands of scattered papers and volumes
piled one upon another is likely to feel "like an archaelo-
gist surveying the mounds of Syria or Egypt without a spade,
knowing that within the debris will be found temples, work-
shops and homes"---0Or in our case, the ethos of a frontier
society.3 Without the tools, however, the excavations of
population and land records by the historian can be as
fruitless as the excavations of insignificant sites by the
trained archaeologist. For that reason, it would be wise

to begin with an analysis of the whole Turnerian scheme of

things in the hopé of acquiring some firm guidelines.

3 Marcus Lee Hansen, The Immiqrant in American Historv (New
York, 1940), 28.

.



CHAPTER I
THE FRONTIER THESIS IN PERSPECTIVE

The Theory and Its Base

On July 12, 1893, at a meeting of the American

Historical Association at the Columbian World's Fair in
f

Chicago, a young professor of history, not yet thirty-two
vears of age and barely out of graduate school, presentea
his paper entitled, "The Significance of the Frontier in
Pmerican History." This man was Frederick Jackson Turner,
who was to influence American historiography essentially
undisputed fog the next half century. According to the
Wisconsin professor, "up to our own day American history
has been in a large degree the history of the colonization
of the Great West." And in this Great West, Turner
conciuded, "the existence of free land, its continuous
recession, and the advance of American settlement westward,

explain American development." Defining the frontier as

"the line & most rapid and effective Americanization,”

Turner traced this frontier line from east to west through

4



.the evolution of social institutions. As Turner saw it,
"this perennial rebirth, this fluidity of American

life . . . furnish the forces dominating American char-
acter." The frontier itself "promoted the formation of a
composite nationality for the American people." This
process of assimilation occurred "in the crucible of the
frontier where the immigrants were Americanized, liberated,
and fused into a mixed race." Frontier democracy, "born of
free land, strong in selfishness and individualism,
intolerant of administrative experience and education,"
according to Turner, rose in a land which furnished "a new
field of opportunity, a gate of escape from the bondage of

the past.“l

Qi

In viewing the rise of a "new order of Americ....
the west lost touch with the east, Turner saw it was this
democratizing influence which "promoted the formation of a
composite nationality for the American people." The
American intellect itself owed its distinctive character to
the frontier's emphasis on "a practical, inventive turn of

mind . . . dominant in individualism" which was full of

1 Frederick Jackson Turner, "The Significance of the Fron=
tier in American History," in The Turner Thesis Regarding
the Role of the Frontier in American History, edited by
George R. Taylor (Boston, 1956), 1-2, 10, 15, 18.




scorn for the established societies' restraints, ideas and
lessons.2

Basically, all of Frederick Jackson Turner's theories
can be condensed into two assumptions and approximately
five hypotheses, for in spite of his influence in the field
of history, he strayed very little from his original state-
ments of 1893.3 The first of his assumptions concerned the
role of the frontier environment in transforming the insti-
tutions, ideas and psyches of the men in the new communi-
ties on that frontier. Assumption number two, according to
Harry Scheiber, can be summed up in the notion that
"human societies evolve by stages." Thus, the frontier was
a "social laboratory" in which "one may observe the more
universal process of social development." From these two
basic assumptions, Turner went on to postulate five basic
hypothesis: (1) over a long period of time, the frontier
had a transforming influence because of the existence of

free land; (2) there is and was a distinctive American

2 Ibid., 10, 18.

3 The reader is referred to Frederick Jackson Turner's "The
Old West" in Proceedings of the State Historical Society of
Wisconsin, October 15, 1908, as a perfect example of this
characteristic.




character which has influenced the basic American psycho-
logy, both politically and socially; (3) the frontier pro-
duced the lion'é share of the distinguishing features of
the American character; (4) this influence on national
character was "directly attributable to a process by which
the frontier experience was transmitted to the society as
& whole;" (5) this process of social change was essentially
the same on all frontiers in all successive stages of
movement.4

Why did Turner attempt to attribute to the frontier so
many of the elements of American life? Why did he make this
assertion in the first place; and, having made it, why did
he not proceed to prove it with definitive case studies?
The answer to the first gquestion demands an examination of
Frederick Jackson Turner's world. From discussions with
Ray Allen Billington, who is himself currently wi....y a
biography of Turner, and from an examination of the

existing biographical data, it appears that Turner was

basically rebelling against American historiography of the

4 Harry N. Scheiber, "Turner's Legacy and the Search for a
Reorientation of Western History," New Mexico Historical
Review, XLIV (July, 1969), 233-34. In reference to hypo=-
thesis five, Scheiber observes Turner felt local variations
were outweighed by basic similarities in all frontier
locations.
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nineteenth century. As Richard Hofstadter noted in his

study, The Progressive Historians, the histories of Turner

era were written from the view of the eastern sezbocard.
Emphasizing European influences and colonial origins,

American historians of the Gilded Age, such as Herbert
Baxter Adams at Johns Hopkins University with his "germ

theory," were inclined to emphasize this continuity of

European influence at the expense of a distinctive American

5 In short, perhaps in revolt against his instructor

force.
at Johns Hopkins, Turner wanted to show, as he did, that
historians "consistently underestimated the role of the
West."6 To Turner, these "0ld World" germs were not the
really significant factors in our national evolution. The
wilderness had "mastered the European germs by forcing the

pioneer to abandon civilized ways entirely and start com-

pletely over."7

Turner's first attempts at historical scholarship

reflected his narrow approach. As James C. Malin noted,

5 Merle Curti, "The Section and the Frontier in American
History," in Methods in Social Science, edited by Stuart A.
Rice (Chicago, 1931), 353. '

6 Richard Hofstadter, The Progressive Historians (New York,
1968), 29.

7 George W. Pierson, "The Frontier and American Institu-
tions," New England Quarterly, XVI (June, 1942), 225.




Turner's first research paper as a junior in undergraduate
school at Wisconsin centered on the history of the 643-acre
Grignon tract near his bovhood home of Portage, Wisconsin.
His M.A. thesis in 1887 and his PhD. dissertation in 1890
("The Character and Influence of the Indian Trade in
Wisconsin") also indicate his regional-western-sectional
bias.8 As Turner himself said of his frontier thesis,
“this paper will make no attempt to treat the subject
exhaustively; its aim is simply to call attention to the
frontier as a fertile field for investigation, and to
suggest some of the problems which arise in connection with

9 : - . .
In reaction to the contemporary emphasis on Euroc-

it."
pean origins, Turner wished to question that assumption and
advocate a new avenue of study.

When popglar clamor demanded more explanation, Turner
published a second paper in 1903 entitled "The Contri-
butions of the West to American Democracy." Once again, he

voiced his belief in the frontier as a formative influence

on the American character. Turner again asserted that

8 James C, Malin, Essays on Historiographv (Ann Arbor,
1946), 39.

9 Turner, "The Significance of the Frontier in American
History," in Taylor (ed.), The Turner Thesis, 2.
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"free land served to reinforce the democratic influence in
the United States." It was "in the West; as it was in the
period before the Declaration of Independence, that the
struggle for democratic development first revealed itself."”
From such "prophets of American frontier democracy" as
Thomas Jefferson and Andrew Jackson, Turner found evidence
of the westerners' traditional emphasis on individualism ard
his resentment of governmental restriction. Indeed, "“the
unchecked development of the individual was the significant
product of this frontier democracy."' The existence of
great quantities of free land “"promoted individualism,
economic equality, the freedom to rise and democracy."
"Turner found "a belief in liberty, freedom of opportunity
and a resistance to the domination of class" the distinct
results of the frontier experience. He concluded that
"This, at least, is clear: American'democracy is funda-
mentally the outcome of the experience of the American
people in dealing with the west.“lo
Later, in 1914 in a defense of his original hypo-

S

thesis, Turner declared, "American democracy was born of no

10 Ibid., 19, 22, 25, 28, 30, 31.
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theorist's dream; it was not carried in the Susan Constant

to Virginia nor in the Maiflower t§ Plymouth. It came out
of the American forest.“l:L Thus it was that Frederick
Jackson Turner, preoccupied with the environment and its
forceful if not determinative influence, saw the American
democratic character as a crystalization of the frontier
experience. Turner's later explanations and developments

of this basic theme, as Ray Billington observed, continued
to stress the effect of the frontier on American democracy,
individualism, and a variety of traits associated with the
national character. Time and time again, Turner would
underline and reiterate his assertion that "American demo-
cracy is fundémentally the outcome of the experiences of the

nl2 As John

American people in dealing with the West.
Hawgood makes plain, Turner was anything but a prolific

writer; "in over forty years of history teaching and

research, he produced only twenty-six short, seminal essays

11 Frederick Jackson Turner as quoted by Benjamin Wright,

"Political Institutions and the Frontier,” Yale Review, XX
(March, 1930), 349. This essay may also be found in Dixon
Ryan Fox (ed.), Sources of Culture in the Middle West (New

York, 1934), 35.

12 Ray Allen Billington, The Frontier in American History
(New York, 1966), 21, 26. :
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and one book.“13 With that one paper in 1893 Frederick
Jackson Turner opened a new door to the study of American
history. As Dixon R. Fox observed less than a year after
Turner's death (1934), "no other academic statement,
indeed, has had comparaﬁle effect on this side of the

Atlantic."l4

Turner's Critics and Defenders
During the first quarter of the twentieth century,
the core of Turner's hypothesis was accepted and not
challenged by most American historians. Although such
critics as Van Wyck Brooks and Lewis Mumford attacked
Turner, they incorporated the frontier idea "only to take

issue with frontier values."15

At bottom, they agreed with
Turner that the frontier was of vital importance in the

shaping of the American character. Propagated through the

influence of his students, Turner's hyoothesis remained

13 John A. Hawgood, America's Western Frontiers (New York,
1967), 388.

14 Fox (ed.), Sources of Culture in the Middle West, 3.

15 Richard Hofstadter, Turner and the Sociology of the
Frontier (New York, 1968), 5.
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unchallenged until the mid—thirties.l6 Then, as a result
of the Great Depression "when many of the basic values of
American Civilization were searchingly examined, " the
frontier hypothesis, according to Ray Billington, was also
open to attack because it "embodied too many of those
concepts."”" The depression "made suspect a theory that
emphasized geographical rather than class forces." Almost
overnight in a sense, historians suddenly awakened to the
importance of intellectual hiséory and "looked askance at a
theory‘which stressed the West rather than the Eastern
origins of civilization."17 Anti-Turnerian scholars
considered the frontier hypothesis too one~sided an account,
since it failed to note the debt of American culture to
northern Eurépe.

In the spirit of this reaction, Benjamin F. Wright,
Jr., a professor at Harvard, revolted:against'the Turnerian
concept of a democratic frontier. In his "Political

Institutions and the Frontier," Wright demonstrated that

16 Samuel Flagg Bemis, Frederick Merk, Avery O. Craven,
Herbert E. Bolton, and other former students maintained
the master's thesis basically as it was presented in 1893.

17 Ray Allen Billington, The American Frontier (Washington,
1965), 2.




the Northwestern states had adapted Eastern guides for
their laws and constitutions. Thus, a case was made for
the Eastern influence. 1In his study of colonial and post-
colonial constitutions in the Northwest, Wright concluded
the "men of this section were imitative not creative. They
were not interested in making experiments." There was no
evolution of institutions in the Turnerian sense. '"Demo-
~cracy did not come out of the American forest unless it was
first carried there.” The frontier, argued Wright and
those who echoed his views, was imitative rather than
creative 1n the realm of government, as it tended to

follow the lead of its Eastern counterparts.

Other historians revolted against the rural past in
an effort to find solutions -to the dilemmas of their urban
present. As George Wilson Pierson stated, "our problem
concerns the present applicability and future usefulgess of
these frontier essays . . . and certain assumptions and

19

definitions cannct be allowed to pass." Revolting

against the concept of frontier individualism when, accord-

18 Wright, "Political Institutions and the Frontier," 354.

19 Pierson, "The Frontier and American Institutions," 232.



ing to Ray Allen Billington, "collectivism seemed to be the

' Louls M. Hacker at Columbia University condemned

answer, '
Turner for his neqglect of urbanization, the industrial
revolution, and the rise of class antagonisms as well as
. . 20
other economic aspects of the urban environment. As
Hacker noted, "Turner and his followers were the fabri-
cators of a tradition which is not only fictitious but also
to a very large extent positively harmful." Turner's per-
verted view of the West and his insistence upon the unigque-
ness of the American experience (through his emphasis on
sectional development) was a "sort of flywheel to balance
oy . . . L .21
all political, social, and economic disparities. In
agreement with his cclleague at Columbia, Carlton J.H. Hayes,
blamed Turner's frontier hypothesis for American intellec-
. . 22 _— . , .
tual isclation. Benjamin Wright concurred; in his

judgment, "the greatest shortcoming of this frontier

hypothesis of our national development is its tendernc

20 Billington, The Frontier Thesis, 3.

21 Louils M. Hacker, "Sections or Classes?" Nation, CXXXVII
(July, 1933), 108. '

22 Carlton J. H. Hayes, "The American Frontiet," American
Historical Review, LI (January, 1946), 210.
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isolate the growth of American democracy from the general
; Cama e 023
course of Western civilization.

At Yale, George Wilson Pierson began to formulate his

attacks on the Turnerian camp. Writing in the New England

Quarterlv (1942), Pierson asked, "How shall wc account for
the industrial revolution by the frontier?" Pointing out
‘America's musical, architectural, and religious debts to
the European continent, Pierson attacked Turner's neglect
of the "germ theory." Turner had postulated "a kind of
geographic and environmental determinism," making man the
passive object acted upon by the frontier environment.
Claiming that Turner was "more interested in discovering
than in proving anything," Pierson concluded that the
frontier hypothesis "disgqualifies itself as an adequate
guide to American development . . . by what it fails to

. 2
mention." 4

23 Wright, "Political Institutions and the Frontier," 349.

24 Pierson, "The Frontier and American Institution-.
226, 255. Pierson later also indicted Turner for Zzulty
method, loose generalization, and a paucity of exact
definitions. See Pierson's "Turner and the Frontier,"”
Pennsylvania Magazine of History and Biography, LXIV
(October, 1940), 454-478.
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In support of his former instructor, one of Turner's
devoted students at the University of Chicago, Avery Craven,
began to defend his mentor. As Craven noted in his reply to
Wright ("The Advancement of Civilization into the Middle
West in the Period of Settlement®), "Qestern man, ever a
bit provincial, believed their accomplishments were original
and different,” wﬁether they were in reality or not.
Defending Turner from Piersonian and Wrightian opponents,
Craven observed, "Turner certainly realized the contri-
bution to American democracy by the Reformation and by the
Puritan revolt at the very moment he was insisting that it

. . , e 25
was not carried 1n the Susan Constant to Virginia."

At the same time, other Turner students such as Carl
Becker, Robert E. Riégal, and others, were defending
Turner through research work. Almost quoting verbatim from
his teacher's notes, in 1928 Arthur M. Schlesinger asserted
that “in the crucible of the frontier, men of all races
were melted down and fused into a new race, English in

26

speech, but American in nationality."” According to Merle

25 Avery Craven, "The Advancement of Civilization Into the
Middle West in the Period of Settlement,” in Fox (ed.),
Sources of Culture in the Middle West, 66, 79.

26 Arthur M. Schlesinger, New Viewpoints in American
History (New York, 1928), 44.




Curti, another of Turner's students at Harvard, "any con-
clusion was extremely tentative'" to the master of the
frontier.27 Walter Prescott Webb at the University of
Texas began to widen the applicability of the Turnerian
concept to the whole western hemisphere. 1In place of
Turner's sectional, western, Américan orientation, WebDb
offered the "Age of the Frontier."” Emphasizing the entire
western world as the region for his new frontier concept,

Webb maintained the core of Turner's hypothesis in his

study, The Great Frontier%

While Pierson, Wright and their schools attacked
Turner from the angle of Eastern and European influences,
another school began to "level their shafts against the con-
cept of the 'direct' and 'indirect' séfety—valves that they
- . . L 029 " :
found in his writings. To quote Turner, "the sanative
influences of the free spaces of the West were destined
to ameliorate labor's condition, to afford new hopes

and new faith to pioneer democracy, and to postpone the

27 Curti, "The Sectiocn and the Frontier in American History,"
in Rice (ed.), Methods in Social Science, 356.

28 See Walter Prescott Webb, The Great Frontier (Boston.
1952); The Great Plains (Boston, 1931); and Webb's "Ended:
Four Hundred Year Boom," Harpers Magazine, CCIII (October,
1951), 26-33.

23 Billington, The American Frontiez, 14.
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Begipning in the late 1930's, Turner's critics
attacked this safety-valve concept. Turner was charged
with holding the belief that in periods of depression the
frontier drained displaced workers westward. Fred A.
Shannon, Murray Kane, and Arnold Zellner clearly demon-
strated that there was little validity in this concept.Bl
Other historians of a geographical bent began to note
Turner's preoccupation with space as "an important

element . . . with movement always implied as a function of

ames C.

&

space." Noting Turner's extensive use of maps,
Malin declared that Turner had really discovered nothing
novel at all; "“the fact should be stressed that he was not
the originator of either aspect of the frontier concept,
the open frontier or the closed frontier, the passing of
the frontier or of the application of these concepts to
American history." Suggesting that Alfred Mahan and Sir
William Crooks, among others, had previously developed the

base of Turner's theory, Malin concluded that Turner was

30 Pierson, "The Frontier and American Institutions," 226.

31 To give the master credit, Richard Hofstadter recently
pointed out that this idea had "a surprisingly small place
in his essays." See Richard Hofstadter, Turner and the
Sociology of the Frontier, 6.
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essentially "baffled by his contemporary world and had no
satisfying answer to the closed-frontier formula in which
he found himself involved." Thus, to Malin, Frederick
Jackson Turner had borrowed from MacKinder and had
developed his own space-concept of history to explain. the
frontier environment.32

As the critics of Turner focused ﬁheir attacks on
minute elements of Turner's formulation of the thesis, his
proponents quite honestly charged the opposition with losing
sight of the basic truths inherent in the argument. Stanley
Elkins, for instance, while demonstrating that the basic
elements of western political institutions were derived
from the Eastern seabbard, did not deny the obvious shaping
of those concepts in the western environment. In fact, he
expanded the frontier concept into a Webbian sort of

33

universal frontier process. The Turner thesis of the

frontier experience was far from dead.:

32 Malin, Essays in Historiography, 39.

33 See particularly Stanley Elkins and Eric McKitrick,
“A Meaning for Turner's Frontier, Part I: Democracy in
the 0ld Northwest, " Political Science Quarterly, LXIX
(september, 1954), 323-339.




21

Contenporary Historical Research
Concerning Turner's Frontier

With the realization that Turner's basic hypotheses
and assumptions were subject to question by definitive,
objective contrary proofs, third-generation Turnerians

suddenly realized Turner's statement of the thesis was
relatively unimportant.34 As Billington says, "what is
important . . . is whether the thesis itself has validity.
This can be determined only bf extensive testing---using
the variety of tools available to social scientists, with
emphasis at the grass-roots level where statistical evi-
dence can be employed." The third-generation group often
charges the c:itics of'the 30's and 40's with being as

loose and extravagant as they often charged that Turner was.
In response to George Pierson's attacks, Billington queried,
"was Turner more guilty of inexact definitions and imprecise

semantics than other historians of his day---or of today?"35

34 In this neo-Turnerian study of the frontier process,
empirical research has become the usual method for testing
the validity of Turner's conception as a hypothesis rather
than the former method of picking holes in a definitive
.theory.

35 Billington, The Frontier Thesis, 4.
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With the availability of "new"” Turnerian material in
the master's hand (37 boxes of correspondence and 19 file
drawers of 3x5 chronologically arranged Turner notes on the
growth and expansion of American civilization) at the Henry
E. Huntington Library at San Marino, California, in 1960
Wilbur R. Jacobs and others began to recover "face" for the
Wisconsin professor's early efforts.36 Examining the early
studies of the Italian economist Achille Loria, Lee Benson
found Loria's Analisi Della Proprieta Capitalista to be the

.37 .
precursor of Turner's thesis. Hence, Turner's thesis was

not a theory strictly "out of the blue, " but a careful dis-
tillation of contemporary thought. Examination of Turner's
unpublished cor:espondence revealed (circa 1928, letters

to Merle Curti and Carl Becker) that he was an early
advocate of multiple causation. As Jacobs concluded,

Turner refused "to be bound by any narrow, traditional

36 Wilbur R. Jacobs, Frederick Jackson Turner's Legacy
(Ssan Marino, 1965), 3.

37 Lee Benson, Turner and Beard: American Historical
Writing Reconsidered (Glencoe, 1960), 17. Turner had been
aware of Loria's work through his instructor Richard T.
Ely at Johns Hopkins. See Ely's remarks in the Annals of
the American Academy of Political and Social Science, II
(september, 1891), 27.
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description of the historians' domain."” Through his

examination of Turner's seminar notes, Jacobs discovered his
. s . cr e 39
inclination toward an interdisciplinary approach.

Writing to Merle Curti after his retirement from the lec-

tern in 1924, Turner remarked, "as you know, the ‘West'

with which I dealt was a process rather than a fixed geo-

grapnhical region: 1t began with the Atlantic Coast; and it
emphasized'the way in which the East colonized the West,

and how the 'West', as it stood at any period, affected the
development and ideas of the older areas of the East." 1In

a letter to Schlesinger, Turner wrote, "of course, the
Frontier and the West are not identical."éo Perhaps, then,
historians wondered, Turner was not such a regionalized and
provincial observer after all? Perhaps there was more to
this nineteenth century hypothesis than met the eye at first
glance? 1In response to this new reassessment of the thesis,

William Lilley and Lewis L. Gould's study of "The Western

38 Jacobs, Frederick Jackson Turner's Legacy, 40, 45.

39 Ibid., 83. See particularly Turner's 1923-24 Harvard
"American History” lecture notes.

40 Jacobs, Turner, Bolton and Webb: Three Historians of
the American Frontier (Seattle, 1965), 8.
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Irrigation Movement in Nevada: A Reappraisal" found,
contrary to Turner's assertions, "traditionalism, drift,
and lack of inventiveness marked the West'é own response

to the water problem."41 Other regional studies inaugu-
rated at the same time indicated further the basic weakness
of the Turner hypothesis. !

As Jacobs noted in 1969, "it is not easy to grasp the
essence of Turner‘s‘interpretation‘of American history
because there are modifications of his wviews in both his
published and unpublished writings." After his examination
of the Huntington files, Jacobs concluded that Turner
"appears more and more to have tempered the early generali-
zations, giving evidence of judiciousneés and integrity of
mind." " His lecture notes for the 1923-24 Harvard class
stated: "I have always been interested in the relation
between geography and population historically considered”;
and in opening remarks for a U.S. History course in'1924;
Turner observed,."By proceeding from the study of the

frontier and the section I have approached the history of

the United States from somewhat different angles than my

41 Scheiber, "Turner's Legacy and the Search for a Re-
orientation of Western History, " 242.



predecessors, bgt I have found it necessary to consider the
history as a whole, not as the history of the West by
itself.“42
Perhaps, then, Turner's theory is not as dead as some
would wish it to be? To test the validity of the hypo-
thesis, the third generation has encouraged in-depth
studies and case histories of developments on particular
frontiers. 1In response to this neo-Turnerian attempt to
rebuild the Turner thesis, such studies as the aforemen-
tioned Lilley-Gould analysis typify the reexamination.
Marcus L. Hansen as early as 1934 wrote, "only when we have
comparative social histories can we fully appraise‘the
historical theories of Frederick Jackson Turner."43
Picking up where Turner "left off”lin a sense, Billington
noted in 1965, "the principal error of his critics was
their refusal to recognize that Turner was advancing a
44

hypothesis rather than attempting to prove a theory."

In his readjusted view, Billington admitted that Turner

42 Jacobs (ed.), AZmerica's Great Frontiers and Sections
(Llincoln, 1969), 38, 41, 83.

43 Marcus L. Hansen, “Remarks," Fox (ed.), Sources of
Culture in the Middle West, 110.

44 Billington, The American Frontier, 5.
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neglected the frontier of the town promoter; and he recom-
mended further case studies in this area to supplement
Merle Curti's earlier (1959) study of Trempealeau County,
Wisconsin.45 Efforts to test Turner's theory have led to a
number of attempts to apply the hypothesis to other

46

frontiers, such as Canada, Latin America, and Australia.

Henry Nash Smith in his Virgin Land as early as 1950

sought to show how the rural frontier settlements reflected
the "assumptions and aspirations of a whole society, " and
were not distinctly of western origin.47 Following his
example, other historians_began comparative studies to
determine if the frontier process was a distinctive western
phenomenon. John J. Mﬁrray has concluded that '"the forces
which influenced the growth and dévelbpment of the Middle
West are not unique---they are the same forces which

shaped the course of civilization in other parts of the

United States and the world---but the effects of their

45 See Merle Curti, The Making of an American Community
(stanford, 1959).

46‘Wyman and Kroeber both have attempted to apply Turnerian
concepts to Europe. See Hofstadter's Turner and the
Sociology of the Frontier, 9.

47 Henry Nash Smith, Virgin Land (New York, 1950), 1l2.
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combination at the right time and the right place are

. 048 .
unique. Thus to many, the democratic character that
Turner said was "born of the frontier" was only unique in
its particular combination. As the late Richard Hofstadter
observed, "what Turner was trying to account for was not the
evolution of modern democracy in general, but only the dis-

tinctive features of its American origin."49

In an attempt
to save Turner's thesis, Ray Allen Billington and Earl Pom-
eroy have both suggested an integration of themes compatible
with the core of the original thesis. 1In the light of con-
temporary findings, Billington redefines the basic thesis as
"the process through which the socioeconomic-political
experiences and standards oﬁ individualism were altered by
an environment where a low man-land ratio and the presence
of untapped natural resources provided an unusual oppor-
tunity for individual self-advancement." Affirming
Tu?ﬁer‘s contention of the opportunity of tbe frontier,

Billington has resurrected a dead maxim. Pomeroy, on the

other hand, discovered "lines of cultural influence running

48 John J. Murray, Heritage of the Middle West (Norman,
1958), wviii.

49 Richard Hofstadter, The Progressive Historians, 135.
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both west to east and east to west." As he said (1955),
"the problem of the West can be understood best by his-
torians who disregard arbitrary boundaries in time and
space, among other boundaries."50
The reexamination'of Turnerian thought characteristic
of this third generation of disciples is best seen in
several recent case studies. Mody C. Boatright in his
study, "The Myth of Frontier Individualism" (1968), is
typical of this new awareness of the frontier as a process.
Unlike Turner, however, Boatright found the frontier to be
more conducive to cooperative ventures than to individual-
istic pioneer exploits. As Boatright discovered of the
pioneers of Nebraska, "they came to communities where they
could enjoy a corporate life . . . recreating on the fron-
tier the simple agrarian and handicraft economy that
industrialism was soon to destroy." Allen S. Bogue. in his
"Social Theory and the Pioneers"” has found social isolation
characteristic of the early froﬁtier settlements. In Iowa,

for instance, Bogue noted the existence of "cultural

schisms" between Nobscotter settlers and farmers of the

50 Scheiber, "Turner's Legacy and the Search for a Reorien-
tation of Western History, " 239, 240.
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southern stock which "retarded the formation of new group
ties." 1In opposition to Turner's allegation of small
individualistic land ownefs on the frontilier, Paul Gates has
found great estate builders in many counties of Iowa.51
Yet, in spite of all of this criticism striking the core of
the Turner thesis, as Richard Hofstadter observed, "even.
Turner's sharpest critics have rarely failed to concede the
core of merit to his thesis."52
Frederick Jackson Turner was probably one of the
first American historians to see history in terms of repet-
itive sociological processes. In his reference to American
democracy, he did not question its beginnings elsewhere
than on his frontier, but he assumed the elements of
American uniqueness were shape& by the partiéular American
environment. As Billington observed, "The mature social
order that eventually evolved from each pioneer community

differed noticeably from those of the eastern regions" from

which its settlers came. According to Billington, Turner

51 See Paul W. Gates, "Frontier Estate Bullders and Farm
Laborers," in The Frontier in Perspective, edited by Clifton
B. Kroeber (Madison, 1957), 144-163. 1In Gates' study it is
worth noting that he included the Wearin family as one of
his estate building examples.

52 Hofstadter, The Progressive Historians, 119.
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felt "these alterations resulted from a variety of forces
peculiar to the frontier environment."53 In a sense,
Turner did encourage a perverted, regional view of American
history since he insisted upon the uniqueness of the
American experience---and this aspect was stressed by his

sectional-minded followers who failed to grasp Turner's

breadth and depth. As Ray Allen Billington pointed out,

Turner was concerned with one explanation; not the explana-
tion of the distinctive features of the civilization of the
‘Unifed States.54 As Boatright and others have followed
Turner down the road, they have taken a wrong turn along
the way somewhere.

The Turner thesis itself, in the hands of the third
genefation, is likely to remain,controversial for a long
time yet to come. As Hofstadter concluded in 1968, "Today
it is easy to believe that historians will still be arguing
over and pursuing the implications of his ideas at their

55
one~hundredth anniversary in 1993." Today, most students

53 Billington, The Frontier Thesis, 1.

54 Billington, The American Frontier, 9.

55 Hofstadter, Turner and the Sociology of the Frontier, 8.
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of history see Turner's thesis as a tool essential to the
understanding o American character---but only one of such
tools available. This is a judgment to which Frederick
Jackson Turner would have subscribed, "for he, unlike scme
of his disciples, realized that man's behavior is too com-

n56 As Gene M.

plex to be ascribed to any one influence.
Gressley has rece§tly written, the former preoccupation
with the environmental-radical theories of Frederick
Jackson Turner "straight-jacketed the conceptual outlook of

uwS7 The third gener-

Western historians for two generations.
ation seems to be going in the right direction in their
search for a new synthesis and meaning for Turner's ideas.
As Billington himself has written of Turner's praxis, "“far
more research remains to be done; far more frontiers
studied in depth; far more theories critically tested,
before historians can assume that the validity of the

. ., . 8
frontier thesis has been proved or dlsproved."5

56 Billington, The Frontier Thesis, 8.

57 Gene M. Gressley, The American West: A Reorientation
(Laramie, 1966), v.

58 Billington, Theé Frontier Thesis, 7.
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Frederick Jackson Turner
and Montgomery County, Iowa
Pointing up this need for in-depth research, John D.
Barnhart in his study of the Ohio Valley stated that "the
Turner interpretation with its emphasis on America and
ffontier influences needs to be tested by the history of a
definite time and place."59 'Pioneering in such work, Merle
Curti studied Trempealeau County, Wisconsin, in the forma-

tive years 1850-1880 and came to the conclusion that "our
study, both in its quantitative and qualitative aspects,

lends sﬁpport to what we believe are the main implications
of Turner's thesis about the frontier and democracy, so far

60 Harry Schieber in

as Trempeauleau County is concerned.”
1969 emphasized the need for more of such studies. If any-
one 1is to suggest an effective synthesis or reevaluation

of Turner's theory, that new synthesis must include the

founding and development of new communities on the frontiers

59 John D. Barnhart, Valley of Democracy (Bloomington,
(1953), 224. -

60 Merle Curti, The Making of an American Community
(stanford, 1959), 42.
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for they were "an important segment of the American exper-
ience." As Scheiber observed, "to understand the dynamics
and national impact of community-building ventures,
systematic comparative studies must be undertaken by
.scholars who share a commitment to fundamental reorienta-
tion of the field." Until such basic conceptual issues are
settled, "the failure of the Turner legacy leaves the
history of the West a subject in quest of a purpose."6l
To aid in this reorientation, I submit this study of
Montgomery County, Iowa, to test Turner's theories of social
integration and mobility on the frontier. Turner himself
offered the Mississippi River region as "a scene of typical
frontier settlements."62 According to Turner, the process

of the frontier in this area in particular produced an

equalitarian attitude where all men were seen as equal. 1In

1896, Turner wrote in the Atlantic Monthly that the

heterogeneous population of the Midwest was "being fused

6l Scheiber, "Turner's Legacy and the Search for a
Reorientation.of Western History, " 239, 245.

62 John Francis McDermott, The Frontier Reexamined (Urbana,
1%67), 1..
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into a national unity. As a process, Turner saw the
frontier had moved as a transforming influence "up the
valleys of western Connecticut, Massachusetts and Vermont,
into western New York, into Ohio, into Iowa and out to the

w04 .
ree

Hh

arid plains of western Kansas and Nebraska. This
land of the frontier was "always available in the border
regions between the wilderness and the more fully developed
communities of the settled districts." 1In this transition
area pbetween the wilderness and civilization, the frontier
exerted its influence through the presence cf vast amounts
of this free land. But no area remained a frontier for
very long. No sooner was the conguest completed in one
area than "new frontiers appeared upon the horizon, ana
what had once been "West" now became "East.“65

According to Turner, what the pioneers in this area

instinctively opposed "was the crystallization of

63 Frederick Jackson Turner, "The Problem of the West,"
Atlantic Monthly, LXXVIII (September, 1896), 257.

64 Frederick Jackson Turner, "Dominant Forces in Western
Life,™ Atlantic Monthly, LXXIX (April, 1897), 441.

65 Frederick Jackson Turner, quoted in Marcus Lee Hansen,
The Immigrant in American History (New York, 1940), 57.
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differences, the monopolization of opportunity, and the
fixing of that monopoly by governmgnt or by social
customs." To Turner, '"the winds offthe prairies swept away
almost at once a mass of old habits and prepossessions."66
But did they in Montgomery County, Iowa? Or were the
"winds of the Prairies" that Turner speaks of too weak in
this area to produce such an egalitarian society? To

answer those questions, we will have to proceed to what

our research reveals.

66 Frederick Jackson Turner, quoted in Ray Allen Billington,
The Frontier in American History (Chicago, 1964), 342, 348.




CHAPTER II
THE SETTING: EARLY SETTLEMENT AND FOUNDING
!

Montgomery County Before 1859

Montgomery County, like hundreds of other counties
established in Turner's heartland in the nineteenth century,
was created through an actrpassed by the state general
assembly. Meeting at Iowa City on January 15, 1851, the
Third Iowa General Assembly secured the approval of Governor
Stephen Hempstead to organize five southwestern Iowa
counties. Once the governor approved the act, "defining
the borders of Montgomery and other counties, " Montgomery
was taken from the provisional County of Pottawattamie and
officially.organized. The next official record wevhave of
the County itself is on January 12, 1853, when the area was
attached to Union and Adams Counties for judicial and
revenue purposes. On July 3, 1854, Circuit Judée Amos G.
Lowe divided the County into two Townships: Jackson
Township (now Eaét) including the present Townships.7l, 72

and 73 North of Ranges 36 and 37 West; and West Township

36
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including Townships 71, 72 and 73 MNorth of Ranges 38 and 39
West. On August 25 of that same year, the county seat

2
v
-
3

itself was officially established at Frankifort towr

Jackson Township (now Frankfort) on the southwest gquarter
- : " .1

of Section 17 of Range 37 West.

Through a population survey conducted in 1851, the

ohn Ross and Jcnn Stafford

-

S. F.

9]

nider, E. Heady,
families were recorded as living within the confines of the
County. Two years later, on August 1, 1853, eighteen
voters were in attendance at the John Harris home near
Villiisca for the couniy election. In comparing these two
listings, it is obvious that between 18Sl'and 1853 the
County witnessed an increase of at least seventeen
families--~or approximately one hundred people. What is
significant about these two isolated population listings

is the predominance of native-born American settlers 1in
each.?

Throughout this early period, the County witnessed an

influx of native emigres, such as the Carroll and Nelson

1 Historyv of Montgomery County, Iowa (Des Moines, 1881),
327, 334-335. Scc Mppendices M and N for the proper
orientation of the various ranges and townships.

2 Ibid., 327-328.
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families from Indiana, John Stafford and his family from
Illinois( and others. These same nativé migrants and the
other native groups that followed in their steps, set up
the legal basis for county organization and opened up the
area for settlement. For ekample, Douglas and Frankfort
Townships were organized on March 20, 1857, by these native
groups. Douglas Township owes its origins to the efforts
'of Benjamin Archer, Jacob Shoemaker and A. P. Whittier.
Frankfort Township was organized by Dr. Amasa Bond and his
family from Indiana, Wayne Stennett and his family, and
others. In the same vein, other native groups organiéed
the remaining ten civil townships in the decade 1860-1870.
As the natives organized their townships, they also
began totélot their villages along the streams and paths of

the County. Frankfort, the county seat, was already well

3 Ibid., 338, 366, 467, 473, 494, 499, 501, 527, 530, 534.
Red Oak and Washington Townships were organized in April,
1859, by J. F. Hendrie and J. W. Hewitt; Pilot Grove Town-
ship was organized in April, 1861, by A. B. Milner, John
Askey and J. A. Spicer. Sherman was organized by Wayne
Stennett with Grant (Joseph Carlisle, T. W. Crandell,
Samuel Dunn) and Lincoln Township (P. P. Johnson, James
Devore, Melvin Eaton) in July, 1868. Stanton Township was
constructed from existing portions of Grant and Jackson
Township by Samuel Walker, G. N. Cady and B. W. Sparger in
June, 1870 (later Scott). Walnut Township, the last of the
twelve, was created in September, 1871, by George Teavers,
Isaac Cook and Osmond Runnels (later Garfield).
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on its way to becoming thé social and commercial center of
the County by 1855.4 Oro quietly developed around David
Silkett's mill two miles north of the present site of Red
Oak. Carr's Point developed in West Township on Walnut
Creek. Milford was platted by Thomas Donaho on June 29,
1858, around what later wouid be Smith's Mill. The small
community centering on Samuel Morton's flour mill on.the
Nodaway River began to prosper after 1857. . Hiriam Harlow's
optimistic experiment at Rossville (now "Ross Grove") in
Jackson'Township was platted in April, 1855. Red Oak Junc-
tion began to develop around James Shank's (3/11/54) and
Pleasant Jones' (4/12/55) holdings. "The Forks" area
between the Middle and West Nodaway Ri?ers saw the West,
Penwell and Gourley families---all native Ohioans---forming
Villisca around 1858. And finally, J. W. Patterson's
survey in August, 1854, around the Arlington Mill on the
lower Nodaway emerged as the village of Arlington. Thus,
centering on either grist mills or post offices or both,

these native-born Americans organized their towns and

4 Frankfort itself, centrally located on "The Ridge"---the
best land in the County, was on the main line of the Des
Moines-=Council Bluffs route of the Western Stage Company.
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counties unaware of the mass migrations of foreign peoples

=

2
into the County that were soon to follow.

The Influence of the Burlington
and Missouri River R. R., 1859-1869

In large measure, one could say that the foundations
of the County itself were set by the development of the
Burlington and Missouri River R. R. Company. Through an
act of the Uhiied States Congress meeting on May 15, 1856,
the budding railroads were granted financial assistance in
crossing the state of Iowa. According to section four of
that act, for the benefit of the railroads, "a quantity of
land not exceeding 120 sections for each of said roads, and
included wifhin a continuous length of 20 miles of each of

" on July 14, 1856, the Iowa

said railroads may be sold.
General Assembly in special session accepted this grant

from the Federal Government on the condition that only

rail companies who had at least 75 miles of completed

S5 Ibid., 370, 469, 472, 486, 506, 542. Also see W. W.
Merritt, A History of Montgomery County, Iowa, From the
Earliest Days to 1906 (Red Oak, 1906), 123, hereinafter
cited simply as A History of Montgomery County (1906).

6 History of Montgomery County, Iowa (188l1), 212, herein-
after cited simply as HMC (188l1).
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track in Iowa by Decembexr 1, 1859, be considered.7 As a
result, a good share of the total number of the western
counties of Iowa were granted to the different railroads to
subsidize their construction. The B&MRR itself acquired
over 287,000 acres of land along the southern tier of
counties in 1859. In Montgomery County alone, some
95,000 acres, or almost a third of the County, was granted
to this railroad in the followingyears.8

The speculation and rivalry that followed the rail-
roads is a familiar story. Not unlike the early Ohio River
railroad rivalries of the 1830's, the burgeoning villages
of Montgomery Couﬁfy fought to gain the rail head.9 The
early development of the County itself, then, cannot be
fully understood without reference to the original railroad

plats. In 1859, Alfred A. Hebard, a Connecticut native

7 Another provision, later repealed because of the dis-
ruption caused by the Civil War, required the same roads to
terminate their Iowa lines by December, 1865. See HMC
(1881), 212-213.

8 Merritt, A History of Montgomery County (1906), 65.

9 See particularly Richard C. Wade, "Urban Life in Western
America, 1790-1830, " American Historical Review, LXIV
(October, 1958), and Harry N. Scheiber, "Urban Rivalry in
the 0ld Northwest, " Ohio History, XIV (September, 1962),
for a comparison. . :
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for the B&MRR right-of-way. Within five vyears after its
organization in 1854, Montgomery County had develcped a
county seat in Jackson Township with a number of other
satellite village centers scattered around Frankfort. The
advent of the railrcad with Hebard's survey, however,
spurred a flurry oif town promotion and iand specuiation
that was to change the complexion of the County signifi-
cantly.

Between Hebard's survey in 1859 and the arrival of
the first freight train into Red Oak Junction on November
24, 1869, the County had experienced many noticeable changes.
In 1859, the siteﬁof Red Oak Junction was little more than
a homestead for James Shank énd Pleasant Jones. 3By 1889,
Jones' feed lot had become the city square and over 800
people called the new county seat home. At a time when
the majority of the Red Oak residents were of the porcine
and equine variety, the most prosperous community in the
County, and what was of more importance, the county seat,

Frankfort, was looking ahead to a bright future. Yet by

-

10 Merritt, A History of Montgomery County (1906), 108.
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1869, only a few stores and crumbling houses remained. The
force of change in both cases was the railroad.ll

But all was not so serene for Frankfort even in 1859.
By that year, the residents of Frankfort were already look-
ing warily upon the developing hamlet of Oro (J. Zuber and
David Silkett families) on the Nishnabotna River. When
Hebard's survey revealed the new rail route would bypass
Frankfort entirely and pass just south of Oro, the
. "prominent families" of the county seat sought any means
available to avoid moving to the Oro-Hebard's Grove-Red Oak
Junction area.12 According to one resident of Frankfort,
"the people of Frankfort never for a moment entertained the
thought of adopting Red Oak as their town . . . to think of
such a thing as doing over to Red Oak was as the thought of -

13 Another Frankfort resi-

going over to the Philistines."
dent observed that "Red Oak . . . seemed given over to

saloons, dances, fights and all sorts of sensational

11 HMCc (188l1), 356.

12 The "prominent families"” of Frankfort, according to the:
contemporary historian, W. W. Merritt, were the Bond,

Sperry, Packard, Strait and Mexritt families. See Merritt, .
- A History of Montgomery County (1906), 50.

13 Merritt, A History of Montgomery County (1906), 53.
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doings."14

To counter the OrofRed Oak threat, a Frankfort resi-—
dent, Jason Bennett Packard, surveye& the area just.south
of Red Oak Creek on the B&MRR right-of-way for the location
of a new town. For a time, the "Flora Town Company of
Montgomery County, Iowa" seemed éo be the answer for‘Frank-
fort. Interest in this enterprise, however, was doomed to
failure with the coming of the Civil War. By 1864, Frank-
fort had definitély lost the struggle for controlncf the
County. Disputing the validity of the county voting re-
sults in the first attempt to transfer the county seat to
Red Oak Junction (October 13, 1863), the Frankfort resi-
dents saw they could only delay and not retard thg demise
of their settlement.™® In April, 1864, in the First
Circuit of the Third District Court, after the second
_election's results were again dispufed by the Frankfort
residents, the county seat was cfficialiy transferred to
Red Oak Junction. By November of 1864, the county seat was

firmly established at Red Oak Junction. With its removal

PP\

=

.14 HMC (1881), 445.

15 Ibid., 335.
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!
from Frankfort, most of the settlers of the latter either

moved on to the Red 03k area or left the County entirely.l6

South of Oro at "Hebard's Grove," the new settlement
of Red 0Oak Junction, now secure with the B&MRR liné running
through the new county seat, but anxious to live up to its
name, optimistically awaited the aevelopment of another
rail line south to Nebraska City. As late as 1879, two
decades after the first B&MRR survey, three Montgomery
County residents, Alfred A. Hebard, Wayne Stennett and
Edward_Moriaritz, were attempting to organize the “A;lantic,
Red Oak and St. Louis Railroad Compahy" in conference with
Jay Gould in Chicago.l7

In these same two decades, land speculation promoted
the development of other town sites along the B&MRR main
line. A native Vermont resident, Justus Clark, for
example, worked with the B&MRR to set up the village. of

Coburg on the proposed Nebraska City‘line. The village of

McPherson on the B&MRR main line eclipsed the earlier

16 Merritt, A History of Montgomery County (1906), 48. Amos
G. Lowe, in fact, left Frankfort for Council Bluffs, Iowa.
His son, Enos, later was influential in the development of
what became Omaha, Nebraska. ‘

17 Merritf,_éinétbrx'gg.Montgomerz County (1906), 332.



settlement of Hawthorne in the same section of Walnut Town-
ship. J. W. Patterson's Arlington Mills settlement on the
Nodaway, originally directly on Hebard's 1859 survey, lost
this advantage to Villisca in -Jackson Township in May,

_. 18 i B _ i ,
1858. The town of Iloclmstad itself (later Stanton town),
also on the B&MRR, was platted by George Harris, a land

1 1
° The

commissioner of the B&MRR line, in October of 1870.
town of Elliott, platted by Anselmo B; Smith on the north
branch line in 1879, was organized under the auspices of
Charles F. Perkins.of the B&MRR.ZO In short, Montgomery

County, typical of Iowa rail counties, owed much of its

-early development before the arrival of the foreign immi-

18 Evidence here exists to indicate the influence of a
number of stockholding Villisca residents who formed a
lobby to secure the B&MRR main line. See Merritt, A
History of Montgomery County (1906), 310.

19 Ibid., 317. In connection with the influx of Swedish
immigrants to this village in the 1870's and 1880's, it is
revealing to observe that a vast majority of the males
either worked for the B&MRR or were engaged in secondary
railroad industries. See particularly Population Schedules
of the Tenth Census of the United States: 1880, Vol. XXIV:
Montgomery County, Iowa, Red Oak Junction, microcopy %102,
roll 517.

20 Perkins is generally remembered for his expansion of
the B&MRR's descendent, the Chicago, Burlington and Quincy
Railrocad in the 1880's. '



grants to the land speculators and officials of the

21
B&MRR.

The Immigrant Surge

ne can appreciate the great changes that the

G

Before
immigrant groups unconsciously produced in the County, an
awareness of the population base as it existed in the early
1870's is necessary. By 1871, the native settlers had
divided‘the County into twelve civil townships, namely:
Jackson (East), West, Douglas, Frankfort, Grant, Lincoln,
Sherman, Pilot Grove, Washington, Scott (Stanton), Red Oak
and Walnut (Garfield) Townships. The total population of
the County in 1870 had reached 5,934. In comparison with
the 1860 population of 1256, a gain of approximately 4700
inhabitants through both natural increase and new migration
into the County in the decade produced nea;ly a four-~fold
increase in the total population size. Turning to Appendix

B, the reader will observe the Federal Census of 1860

21 Even the "American Emigrant Company," a land speculation
company chartered in Connecticut that secured more than
4700 acres of swamp land in the county before the Iowa Sup-
reme Court voided its title to the lands in Montgomery
County vs. American Emigrant Company, is often connected
with this rail speculation fever.  See particularly Iowa
Reports (Chicago, 1892), XLVII (December, 1877), 91.
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recorded only 21 foreign-born inhabitants within the County.
Thus, the foreign element, which représented a scant 2 per-
cent of the total population in 1860, represented more than
11 percent by 1870.22 By 1880, the percentage of foreign-

born residents had increased to more than 15 percent of the

total population and remained stable at that level until

23
the end of the period in 1920.

At the same time the immigrant groups pushed into
the County, other native American groups were arriving. In
the five-year period from 1870 to 1875, the County had
nearly doubled in populatioﬁ size and in effecﬁ gained in
those years more than eight times as much population as the
County had all totalled twenty years before. What is signi-
ficant here is that the lion's share of this increase was
native, not foreign---or specificaliy due to American-born
natives from Illinois.counties or other areas of the 0ld
Northwést, or.from other Iowa counties, rather than foreign-
born natives of Sweden or Wales who.happened to pass through

Illinois or other counties in Iowa on their way to Mont-

22 See Appendix B.

23 Ibid. As Appendix C demonstrates, the relative propor-
tion as well as the rank order of foreign-born settlers
remained relatively stable throughout this same period in
every township.
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gomery. Regardless of their meager numbers, however, the
latter two immigrant groups were gaﬁhering momentum in the
early 1870's and would soon dominate the migraticn history
of the County in next decade.

In response to the increasing population pressure 1in
the mining districts of their homeland after the Napoleonic
Wa;s, the Welsh immigrants sought the Scranton-Wilkes-Barre-
Carbondale-Pittsburgh areas of Pennsylvania as a "mecca of
the industrial worker."24 For example, the Davies, Owens
and Williams families first settled in the Scranton-
Pittston coal areas before moving on to the Coal Valley,
Illinois, area. Typically, the Welsh families who settled
in Lincoln Township between 1869 and 1880 had followed a
pattern of settling in one coal mining area after another.
across the country. These newcomers to the United States,
whether they arrived at Boston or New York, were encouraged
to move on to the Pennsyl?ania coal fields, the Ohio fields
in the Meiés County area and the Coal Valley, Illinois,

area before arriving in Montgomery County.25 It is perhaps

24 Alan Conway (ed.), The Welsh in America (St. Paul, 1961},
9.

25 See Hammond Ambassador World Atlas (Maplewood, New
Jersey, 1966), 222, 284, 293.
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significant that many of the young men continued to work.
during the winter months in the Pennsylvania coal arezas
long after they had settled down to farming with their .
A . . . 26

families in this Iowa county.

Typical of other Welsh groups who settled in the
New World, this Welsh community, fearing the loss of their
language and culture, settled en masse in Lincoln Town-

.27 :

ship. Centered around the Reverend Owen Owens, who
had led his congregation from Pennsylvania to Ohio to
Illinois and finally to Montgomery County in 1871, the
community of "Wales" began on a base set down previously
in 1855 by two other Welshmen, Benjamin Thomas and David

Harris.2® Throughout the 1870's and 1880's various

Owens, Jenkins, Jones, Roberts, Williams, and Thomas

26 This is based upon the author's interviews with first-
and second-generation descendents of Welsh settlers. As to
why Owens and his group specifically selected Montgomery
County, the fact that producing coal mines were within
twenty miles of the settlement may have been a factor.

27 As Conway points out, Welsh immigrant groups in the late
nineteenth century, such as the Samuel Roberts group from
Llanbrynmair in eastern Tennessee and the Michael Jones
group from Bala in Patagonia, tended to settle as a group
around one leader. See Conway, The Welsh in America, II.

28 Merritt, A History of Montgomery County (1906), 319, 320.
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families settled in the township. It is significant to
observe that nowhere else in the Coudty did the Welsh immi-
grants settle. As evidenced by their group movement, the
Welsh settlers had a strong, cohesive community cogscious--
ness.

While the Welsh centralized their settlement at
Wales, the Swedish immigrants'also began arriving in the
County. Leaving their homeland by the thousands, partly
in response to the meager harvest years of 1867-1868, many
sought the rich farm lands of the American west with the
hope of success where before there had been oﬁly failure.
Between 1867 and 1886, while Montgomery County realized its
greatest immigration of Swedish peoples, Sweden herself
released more than 450,000 citizens. Like Wales, through-
out the early nineteenth century, the southern Swedish
countryside had experienced overcrowding to the point that
many simply sold their farms and left for the New World.

As Ingmar Anderson noted, as early as the 1820's a rumor
had reached Sweden that in a foreign country "“fertile land

was to be had for the asking, with every prospect"of
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future riches fqr the owner‘"zg It is no wonder that
these people flocked to the American west wﬁen agricultural
depression and overpopulation faced them at home.30

Like the Welsh, the Swedish settlers came to the
United States and settled here in groups. For example,
typical of the Swedish'movement into the County, the
Ahlquist family arrived in the United States in 1869 and
departed immediately for the Warren County, Illinois,

3! In that Illinois

region for employment with the B&MRR.
county, the Reverend Bengt M. Halland served the same func-
tion as the Reverend Owen Owens had in the Welsh commu-
nity by binding these foreign families together in a
strange land. When officials of the B&MRR offered Halland

his choice of their lands for a settlement along the right-

of-way in Iowa in April, 1869, he chose to purchase the

29 Ingvar Anderson, A History of Sweden (New York, 1956),
381, 383.

30 Symptomatic of this agrarian crisis of the 1860's, a
careful analysis of the naturalization petitions. and _
records in the Montgomery County Courthouse will reveal
that without exception the Swedish immigrants claimed
original residence in the southern Swedish agricultural
provinces of Westergothland, Ostergothland, and Wermland.

31 HMC (188l1), 695.
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B&MRR lands in the three Townships Frankfort, Scott, and
Grant in Montgomery County.32 Settling at Homstad, named
in honor of Halland's home wvillage, in étanton Township,
the initial Swedish settlement served as a mecca for other
Swedish immigrants throughout Illinois and Iowa.33 In
comparison with the Wélsh process of gradual migration
across the United States, however, the Swedish immigrants
generally came directly to the Montgomery County settlement
once Halland and his vanguard had arrived.

Both of these foreign groups then, Welsh and Swedish,
settlea in closely-knit, compact settlements centering
around a church leader. In the Swedish settlement,
Halland and his Swedish Evangelical Lutheran Mamrelund
Church, established in 1870, was the focal point of the

settlement's activity. In the Welsh settlement, the Welsh

Congregation of the Church of Gomer, organized in 1872,

' 32 Merritt, A History of Montgomery County (1906), 317..

33 Homstad became Stanton town in October of 1870. Stanton
Township was also renamed Scott Township in September of
the same year. Merritt, A History of Montgomery County
(1906), 317. '
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and Oweps served the same purpose.34

Whatever the reasons, whether because of linguistic
differences or common modes of dealing with the environment,
the two communities became solidified and intensel?
exclusive. There is no evidence of any significant inter-
ethnic relation betweén the two major foreign settlements
which would point to some sort of "united front” to
conteract the dominant native American power group in the
county at large. On the contrary, the Welsh and Swedish
settlements maintained this mutual exclusion poliey until
well into the present century. This development was not,
however, a.characteristic common qnly to the foreign groups
in the County---for as we shall see, the native American
migrants were as exclusive in their own way as the foreign

‘groups, both socially and physically.

34 It is significant to observe in this case that there is
no evidence to indicate that either the Welsh Presbyterians
or the Swedish Lutherans cooperated with the existing Pres- -
byterian and Methodist organizations within the County. '



CHAPTER III

THE FRONTIER AS A MOVING PROCESS
The Eafly Period, 1850-1885

According to Frederick Jackson Turner, the "frontiers"
of the American west moved from east to west at different
speeds.l The settlement frontier itself moved more like a
twisted, wriggling snake than a closing steel vise. Often
it regressed or receded, and often islands were left behind
in the process itself. In general, however, the evidence
in Montgoméry County suggests a larger, slow-moving
national process of movement from east to west by gener-
ations. Typically one will find the sons and daughters of
Massachusetts or New York resi@ents transplantéd in the
frontiers of‘Ohio or Indiana in the 1830's and 1840's.
These same pioneers; or their own children, characteristi-
cally will move on to Illinois and eventually find their

way into Iowa and Montgomery County by the 1860's or 1870°'s.

1 Ray Allen Billington, America's Frontier Heritage (New
York, 1966), 24..
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After staying for a time in one location, many moved west
to Nebraska or Kansas or points beyoﬁd. In short, what we
have here is a true "frontier process" of movement from
civilization to the frontier and a movement of civilization
“to the frontier at the same time.

In Montgomery County, this process of movement is seen
in nearly every family group that settled in the County.‘
For example, William Bacon, who arrived in Montgomery
County and settled in Douglas Township in 1873, was born in
Steuben County, New York; later moved with his parents to
Tioga County, Pennsylvania; and as a young man moved to
Henry County, Illinois, before entering this Iowa county
with his family.2 Many of the original settlers, who
founded the governmental system and organized the social
matrix of the County, later departed and continued to push
westward. R. W. Rogers, for example, who attended the first
couﬁty election in August, 1853, by 188l had secured a farm

for his family in Montgomery County, Kansas.3 Character-

2 History of Montgomery County, Iowa (Des Moines, 1881),
550, hereinafter cited simply as HMC (188l1).

.3 W. W. Merritt, A History of Montgomery County, Iowa, From .
the Earliest Days to 1906 (Red Oak, 1906), 367, hereinafter
cited 51mply as HMC (1906) .
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istic of Montgomery County, Iowa, and the settlement fron-
tier as a whole, these early pioneers seemed to have the
idea that the grass was greener on the other side of the
fence. As conditions in one area worsened, oOr as more
settlers arrived and the area that was once Irontier
became 'civilized" and static, the American pioneer---rest-
less, impatient,; and forever looking for the pot of gold at
the end of the rainbow---moved on. In Montgomery County,
this void created by the departure of many of these early
pioneers was filléd by later native American and foreign-
born movements into the County.4

At the same time, this frontier process in Montgnuary
County was not an unconscious, amorphous movement of indi-
viduals or undifferentiated masses of people that just
happered to develop into a rational scheme of development.
On the contrary, group movement and settlement was the rule
and not the exception. Even when no large group settled en
masse, over a period of a few years, centralization around

either a key'figure (a Halland or an Cwen, for instance) or

4 In Montgomery County, particularly, throughout the 1850's
and 1860°'s "Iowa Fever" brought new settlers into the
County to avoid other problems, i.e. drought in Ohiu,
industrialization in Indiana. See Nathan H. Parker, The
Iowa Handbook for 1857 (Boston, 1857), 9, for particular
reference to this problem.
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a specific location (the Nodaway Valley "Forks" region, the
Frankfort "Ridge", "Hedgy Hollow", etc.) on the basis of a
common origin was the general pattern for native born and
foreign born alike.

While this group tendency is most obviovus in terms of
the two major ethnic groups, the Swedish and the Welsh, it
is also apparent in the native American communities in the
County. That is, native families whose origins were a
particular state tended to settle in close proximity with
those of the same state, probably not because of an intense
need for security in a new land which characterized the
foreign groups, but because of common experiences‘and close
familial.relationships.- For example, Jason Bennett Packard,
who was born in Genessee County, New York, in 1819, moved
on to practice law in Jackson County, Michigan, in the
1840's. It was no accident that Packard happened to stdp
in Jackson County---his grandfather, James Bennett, was one
of the original settlers in that county, and his first
cousin, Maria Honora Bennett Mills was liVing there with
her husband, Dr. Cassius Andrew Mills. Once Jason‘Packard~
had finally moved on to Montgomery County, Iowa, in 1854,
other reiafives followed. ?ackard's niece, Tillie Morgan,

convinced her husband, Charles H. Lane, to leave New
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Hampshire and journey to Montgomery County to set up the
Lane Implement Company. After Packaré's first cousin,
Marig Honora Bennett Mills, died in Michigan, her f{fteen~
yvear-old daughter, Mary Louise, came to Montgomery County
~to live with her second,cousins,'Tillie Lane and Kennedy
Packard. To complete this ;Waspish" consolidation, in
1867, Charles H. Lane, W. W. Merritt, and Jason B. Packard
journeyed to Glenwood in Mills County to convipce a young
Monroe County, New York, lawyer, Charles Emery Richards, to
come to Red Oak Junction. Mary Louise Mills soon became
Richards' wife. Thus it was that the secondary Packard-
Lane-Merritt-Richards power group was created.5

This tendency for American native and foreign-born
settlers to seek security through association with ﬁellow
countrymen is obvious if one analyzes the population Qrigins
and migration his