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Paul Bunyan Tall Tales Award

Lessons from a ghost

aving a famjly tustory that con-
H sists primanly of mid-Western

farmers of European descent,
I was delighted to learn of the family
relationship to Mark Twain. After all,
as a journalist, it seemed quite appro-
priate to have had a famous writer in
the family-—perhaps his genes had
cloned themselves in me. But a steady
trail of information has led me to be-
lieve that such genes are not to be found
in my familial closet. only ghosts with
a few lessons to teach.

The bait was set by my grandmother,
Florence Chapman Brower, whose
grandmother, Harriet, bears the
Clemens® name that Mark Twain was
born with. She skeiched a simple draw-
ing for me that showed Samuel
Langhorme Clemens—Mark Twain's
real namec—as our first cousin, several
generations removed. Having found a
published and documented account of
Mark Twain’s family tree,' I would only
need to search a generation or two back
trom Harriet Clemens.

My grandmother did not know her
grandmother well. However, Harriet is
mentioned in the Pioneer History of
Pocahontas Counry, lowa, as the first
teacher in Williams township of that
county.? According to this turn—of—the—
century book, she moved there to join
her mother, Sarah J. Clemens and her
four children. Sarah had bought the
homestead rights of another settler.
Thus, I started with the federal census
to see where Sarah could be found.

Hamet appears with her husband in
1880 Des Moines County, lowa*—a
long way from Pocahontas County. Sa-
rah didn't appear at all in the head of
household index. I would leamn later that
she was lisied under her son.

So 1 sent a leter 10 the Pocahantas
County recorder, who politely re-
sponded that Williams township didn’t
exist, except in nearby Calhoun County.
Although I had a WPA cemetery book
that said Hamriet and her husband were
buried in a cemetery in Calhoun
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County,* I showed how green ] was with
this genealogy swff. I wrole back in-
sisung that it must exist, 1 had a book
that said so! My first lesson in this
puzzic: never completely trust a second-
ary source. Fortunately, the Pocahontas
County recorder, Mike Bollard, was a
helpful man. and found Sarah’s home-
stead record by contacting the Calhoun
County recorder. He also came up with
some bonus material: a power of attor-
ney filed after Sarah Clemens’ death,
lisung all of her children and their
spouses’ names.>?

While the Pocahontas County recorder
ran around doing my legwork, 1 wrote
to the Calhoun Counnv Genies. that
county’s local genealogical society. It
passed my leuer to Jican Fliehman,
who should be listed 1 a genealogical
histing of incredibly helpful people.
Nlean sent me a Calhoun County his-
tory, with the exact same words as ap-
peared in the Pocahontas County his-
tory." So much for journalistic inlegrity!
However, Calhoun County had a Will-
1ams township, so now the search was
on full steam.

Now that } knew 1o search in Calhoun
County, I directed my efforts toward
finding Sarah’s husband. Lesson num-
ber two was learned from Illean: if you
can’t get to the county courthouse, find
someone who can. While Illean is one
of those rare people who just likes dig-
ging through old records for fun, most
people are not going 1o be that lucky.
Hiring a researcher is a worthwhile ex-



penditure 1f vou really need 1o dig deep.
Let me cxplain why.

Hlean spent time searching through
land. death and probate records, mar-
nage applications, and censuses—sim-
ply looking for people with the same
last names as those | was searching for.
She also searched through the local ge-
nealogical socicty malerials. Digging
for roots this way 1s me—CcoOnsUMmIng.
Fortunately, when lllean was done. I had
more than I had ever hoped for. I knew
where Sarah was buried.” where Sarah
was in 1870" and 1880 had evidence
of a brother and sister of Sarah's Jiving
on the same section of land.' and the
key to the next puzzle piece: Sarah’s
son’s marriage record. listing his birth-
place and his parents’ full names."

Charles Clemens, Sarah's second son,
married Alta D. Moon 30 March 1886.
When he died, his parents were hsted
as James Clemens and Sarah F. Flint,
and his birthplace as Carbondalc. Jack-
son County, Illinois. Now my search fo-
cused on Illinais.

I had long known that Harriet Clemens
was born in [llinois from the 1880 cen-
sus. In fact, [ had even ordered one of
those surname searches of Illinois for
1850" (since | knew RHarrict was born
in 1847), adverused in the Genealogi-
cal Helper, but there were 100 many
James Clemenses and [ didn’t know
which county to search. I wasn't ready
to spend that much time and maney on
a long shot. Now 1 checked that svr-
name search for Jackson County and
came up empty for James Clemens. In
fact, there wasn’t a single Clemens in
Jackson County in 1850. Since I knew
that Charles was born about 1859 and
it was possible that his sister and he
were born in different counties, 1 sent
off for the Jackson County census for
1850 and 1860, the former just in case
the index had missed my Clemens.

The Clemens clan turns up in 1860
Jackson County" just as I hoped, but
no sign of them in 1850. A probate

records search in Jackson County for
James Clemens was not successful.

Lesson three arrived at this stage: at
some point in your rescarch, you may
have (o wake that leap into the great un-
known and follow your hunches.
Harrie('s husband, Baxier Sherwood
Chapman, had also becn born in [l-
nois. ] had found his parents, Joseph and
Eliza Ann Sherwood Chapman mar-
ried in Fulton County and later Jiving
in Peoria County, | had never found
where Harriet and Baxter were married.
So I had no idea how they had met. I
ceasoned, what if they knew each other
as children? The surname index list did
not have any Clemens tn Peoria County,
but three counties nearby did have them.
Picking those three (two of which were
on the same microfilm reel), I ordeced
the two microfilm reets and hoped for
the best. Al the same time, | wrote to
the Illinois State Archives for land pur-
chase records of James Clemens, since
his occupation was listed in 1860 as a
farmer,

Luck is the family historian’s best re-
search aid. The first county I checked,
Marshall County, produced a James and
Jane Clemens with two daughters,
three-year-old Harriet, and seven-year-
old Caroline.'! The ages matched, as did
the birthplaces.

A short time later, the 1llinois State Ar-
chives sent a copy of an index page of
the James Clemens land purchases.
Two of the purchases were by a James
Clemens in Marshall County in 1837."
A check of the [840 census showed a
20-30 year-o0ld James Clemens with
three other males, one 5-10, another 20-
30 and the third 60-70, and one fernale,
50-60 years old.'* Did he move with his
parents and brothers? Without names,
this could be difficult to track. But two
Clemens, in the same age group as
James, show up in Marshall County in
1850.

1 finally broke my letter—writing habit
and hit the road for the Illinois State

Archives and State Historical Library.
Lesson four: there 15 nothing compared
to hands—on research. I have rarely been
at a locauan where 1 could look for
original records. At the state archives [
searched the state census, and discov-
ered a marriage index that the archives
and the lllinoss State Histoncal Society
are compiling of all Illinois marriages.
Not all counties have been indexed, but
for me. the critica! informanon hagd.”” 1
found two James Clemens married in
Fulton County, one to a Harriet P.
Sherwood (1842), and another to a Sa-
rah Jane Work (1846). Sarah Jane Flint
was previously married in Fulton
Counly to Orville Works (1843).

At the lllinois State Historical Library.
[ found (wo county histories of Marshal!
County that had a Jamecs Clemens as
one of the first teachers in that county!'®
This destroyed a previously held myth
of mine: that historical libraries and
state archives couldn’t possibly have
any information that I could use for my
family tscory. l.esson five was cer-
tainly an eye-opener.

When it’s all compiled, bere’s what 1
have:

James Clemens, bom about 1811/12 in
Pennsylvania, married first, Harnet P.
Sherwoad, 21 December 1842 in Fulton
County, llinois, and second. Mrs. Sarah
Jane Flint Work(s). 12 March 1846, also
in Fulton County. James apparently moved
to Putnam County. later Marshall County.
Lllino1s. about 1836, purchasing federal
Jands 1in 1837. Prior 10 1860, the Clemens
family moved to Jackson County, lilinois.
where James disappears. Sarah Jane moved
to Sac County, lowa, by 26 June 1876. Sa-
rah died 28 December 1886.

James and Harner had one chiid,
Caroline, bom about 1843.

James apd Sarah had: Hamel( A., Febm-
ary 1847: James C., about 1849; Carrie A..
about 1854; Catherine J., about 1856; and
Charles S., about 1859,

I had now compiled enough informa-
tion to compare with Mark Twain's ge-
nealogy. To be a first cousin, James
Clemens had te be a descendant of
Twain's uncle. John Marshall Clemens
(Twain's father) only had two brothers.



Pleasant Clemens died in 1811, {1 years
old. The other brother, Hannibal, born
m 1803, had two sons. and one was
named James! This James, however,
was born 1n 1833, and died 10 years
later. The other son was born in 1835.
Both too young to be my ancestor.

The end of my story was not as | ex-
pected. Certainly, James is no first
cousin to Sarmuel Langhorne, although,
I haven’teliminated the possibility that
the relationship is more distant. But was
this a sad ending? Not at all. From all
I've learned through my research. I'm
not 100 disappointed that Mark Twain’s
legacy is not mine. Because | have a
ghost in my tree, once a teacher, who's
still teaching a few lessons—two cen-
turies after his birth!
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