
Octagon House 
(Continued from page 33) 

for dinner I'll write a ljtt,le bit. We did a 
large two weeks wash this morning. It was 
a lovely morning and Ma hung out a few 
clothes early. The wind blew read hard, 
the line broke, down came our clothes, it 
clouded up and we washed some of those 
again that came down and were dirty, and 
now the clothes are hung all over the house 
to dry. I have swept and dusted my room 
since washing, and have sat down to 
consider the sewing I have to do. I have 
five weeks and a half yet, I think they will 
be married the first day of Feb. and if Mr. 
Ward ( the minister) isn't back by that 
time they think they will go to Waukegan 
to be married as Edd wants to get his 
license in Lake County. And then, good 
ridance. 

a fire in the kitchen and one in the sitting 
room, and I am sitting in a rocking chair in 
the sitting room so I'm quite at home. I 
have already granted Ren's first 
request—to please mend his undershirt so 
he could get into it as he wanted to change. 
I think things are in a terrible condition 
here and Josiah thinks so too, but he keeps 
saying not to work too hard so I sat me 
down to rest. I swept all over downstairs 
before I left home so I was a little tired 
from that. Now I guess I'll begin to pick up. 

7.35 evening. Pa Porter has gone to bed 
(Ren's father was to continue living on the 
farm, but this evidently wasn't a problem 
for Hattie), Ren is slacking lime, and so 
I'll scribble a bit. I swept down cobwebs a 
while this afternoon and Ren pulled out 
lots of nails in the sitting room for me, and 
we put a lot of old pictures in the stove and 

The men did not try much to save it, but had to work hard 
to save thd buildings near it, if it had got into the block where 
Stott's store is it would have destroyed half the town, there 
was a man or two on every roof around there watching and 
putting out sparks. 

Hattie's resentment flared suddenly for 
a moment as she waited for her sister-in-
law to marry and move out of the Porter 
house, but overall she was content, as she 
noted in the same letter: 

I can just imagine Arthur's happiness 
with all his new things. It almost makes 
me wish I were young again. But no. I'm 
too well satisfied with my present lot to 
wish for a change. I don't have half the 
imaginary troubles I used to, and no real 
ones. I've worked pretty steady for me for 
two months and I feel tired of steady work. 
I think I'll begin a net job Monday--sewing 
my carpet. Four seams over fourteen feet 
long (2in over) Is quite a lot I think. I like 
my carpet so well. Where do you intend to 
put your new carpet?  

he swept the floor while I mended his shirt. 
His back is terribly lame, he wrenchen it 
riding in a load of wood. 

Thursday evening 7.30. I've been very 
busy doing everything and not 
accomplishing much of anything. We spent 
last evening sorting and disposing of 
things that we didn't want to house. This 
morning we cleared out the parlor 
bedroom and Ren whitewashed the ceiling 
twice over, then he swept the floor and I 
cleaned the window sash and washed one 
window on the inside. It takes me a good 
while to do my common work so it goes 
very slowly, but Ren is so willing to help 
me and has plenty of time. This afternoon 1 
spent some time sorting and burning old 
papers and have lots more. Every room is 
full of trash and the good part is, Ren is 
willing to dispose of it. 

Hattie's resentment flared suddenly for a moment as she 
waited for her sister-in-law to marry and move out of the 
Porter house. 

Hattie reported on the carpet's progress 
on Jan. 4, 1894. 

We only wash once in two weeks, and 
this is not our washing week so Monday I 
hemmed the ends of my strips of 
carpeting. Tuesday, Wednesday, and this 
forenoon I sewed the five breadths 
together. I sev<ed one long Seam In two 
hours and five minutes, but didn't time the 
others. It is finished anyway, ready to put 
down when I get moved. 

Later in the month, Hattie sent Laura a 
detailed list or her sewing 
accomplishments since the previous 
October. It is reproduced here, from the 
original. 

On Jan. 31, after several previous letters 
filled with domestic details, Hattie is able 
to write: 

Dear Sister: It is Wed. afternoon and I 
am in my new home. I haven't settled 
down to write because I can't find anything 
to do but because ma says she can't write 
this time I don't want to disappoint you by 
not sending a letter. Her grip seemed to 
make her eyes feel worse so she gave up 
writing this time. 
Ren took Hattie (his sister) up this 

morning and brought me back. We got 
back In time to get dinner. Since dinner we 
have set up our new bed In the sitting room 
where its, warm, and I brought my little 
bureau so we are beginning to live. We 
moved the bed out of the parlor bedroom 
as we want to whitewash and paper there 
before we set up a bed there. Now we have 

To interpret what was meant by 
"pictures" and "papers" is of course 
impossible. There is the historian's 
nightmare. Were they newspaper 
clippings or entire newspapers, letters, 
bills or family papers? Were they 
photographs, or colored pictures cut from 
magazines like the Delineator or Godey's 
Ladies Book, was there material which 
might have been important about the 
Porter family? Or somewhere an oblique 
reference to the Browns and the Octagon 
House? The historical writer usually cries 
in more recent times about the destruction 
of documentary materials. Here, through 
these letters, the regret is transferred 
back some 90 years ago, and yet has an 
immediacy to those most nearly 
concerned in following this story. Another 
note of mystery and irony, too. In late 1892, 
Hattie tells Laura they they have now 
received 171 letters from her in Minnesota. 
At that point Laura had been in Fairmont 
for over three and a half years, her mother 
noted the anniversary of her departure 
every year, the void thus created never 
lessened, only filled by the exchange of 
letters which was as much a part of their 
daily routines as getting meals or dusting 
the parlor. Oh! that Laura's letters 
survived somewhere. The search goes on. 

Next time: The search goes on indeed for 
more about the past life of the Browns 
before they moved into the Octagon House 
in 1882, and Emaline writes about some 
other well known Barrington families, as 
Hattie settles to life on the farm. 
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