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Octagon House letters 

1898 was a big year 
for formative growth 
(Editor's Note: This is the 17th in a series of articles based on the 
collection of family letters written from Barrington's Octagon House 
between 1889 and 1904. The author has been chronologically relating 
the historical development of the Barrington area to the content of the 
letters to create both a factual and human picture of Barrington in 
those earlier years.) 

 

Enoch Colby, husband of Pamela Hawley. 

By BARBARA BENSON 
The year of 1898 was such a significant 

one for Barrington, and has perhaps taken 
more extensive coverage than any other 
year in the period of the letters. The 
construction of deep wells, pumps and 
water mains in the Village; the arrival of 
electricity; the installation of the first 
phones to provide faster contact with the 
outside world and the building of a new 
Village Hall all contributed to keep the 
residents and business people of 
Barrington aware that their small country 
community should absorb these 
developments to survive and grow. 

All of this activity also meant that 
Emaline Hawley Brown had much to write 
about in her weekly letters to her daughter 
Laura Nightingale, who lived in Fairmont, 
Minn. To the main "newsy" events were 
also added the most recent anecdotes and 
activities of family and friends, and if 
necessary, strong expressions of opinion 
concerning their behaviour. Emaline was 
a pragmatist, her comments were often 
acerbic, and although she never made 
mention of an early hard life, which had 
included resettlement from Massachusetts 
to the Barrington township farm of her 
father William Hawley, it is just possible 
that she considered that life was getting 
too easy for everyone. Her own days were 
now basically routinely 
uncomplicated—her only real sorrow was 
her distance from Laura, and that was 
compensated for somewhat by the regular 
exchange of letters, and an occasional 
exchange of visits. 

Hattie Brown Porter in her letters to her 
sister Laura, rarely commented on 
political or community events, but, as 
noted in the previous article, kept Laura 
informed at great length and in meticulous 
detail about her family life on the farm 
along Oak Knoll Road. In this respect, 
through the letters of both mother and 
daughter, there emerges not only a picture 
of life in the village, but in the surrounding 
countryside as well. 

But there was nothing spectacular or 
"fashionable" about life in either  

environment at that time. A few more 
farsighted or fortunate among the early 
settlers had purchased an extra hundred 
acres or so in the early days when $1.25 
was the going price through government 
sales, and thus were slightly better off 
than others in terms of land ownership 
( the Hawleys were among them) but it is 
unlikely that anyone was making a fortune 
out of what was essentially small farming. 
In the village, a few men in business, 
banking and real estate were well 
established—M.B. McIntosh and H.C.P. 
Sandman come to mind—but the size of the 
community and the slowness of its growth 
provided little volume to a merchant. 
Competition was keen and honesty almost 
mandatory—news of anything less than 
straight-forwardness would soon infiltrate 
the inner circles of those who "quietly" 
passed the word from one to another. 

Emaline Brown was definitely among 
that inner circle, after all she was one of 
the "old-timers" of her day—but 
interesting is the question of whether or 
not her friends and neighbors knew the 
extent to which she was committing it all 
to writing in her letters, and of course they 
could never have dreamed that it would be 
possible to share their lives with a vastly 
different Barrington some 80 years on. 

Frequently, throughout the letters, there 
are references to families whose 
descendants are still in the Barrington 
area. 

The following letter is untypically short, 
but typical in the speed with which 
Emaline covers her topics—her mind and 
pen were like lightening: 

February 27th, 1898 
Dear Laura, I rec'd your letter in due 

time and will try and write a little. I have 
been sick for three weeks, am better but do 
not gain very fast. My stomach troubles 
one very much, it feels bad all the time it is 
grip and lung trouble that caused my 
sickness, did not sit up any for a week, 
Howard thought it was so strange to have 
grandma lie in bed in daytime, he wanted 
me to get up. Pa has had a tussle with grip 
he was taken three days before I was but  

he has kept up and taken care of me. 
Mrs. Albright is dead, died suddenly of 

heart disease. Mary is not married she 
keeps house for her father. (The Albrights 
were neighbors when the Browns farmed 
in Barrington Township. They pumped the 
water into the big tile and it ran off into the 
creek. We have lots of snow. The drifts in 
our yard are 7 or 8 feet deep and the 
sleighing is fine. Hattie was up here 
yesterday, she came up one day and 
stayed all night. Frank Waterman made 
up his mind that he would not let Wash 
Johnson have his house but has rented it to 
Conductor Dolan, now I think he will be 
sure of his pay, and Wash has gone out to 
the east part of the village southeast of the 
Baptist Church. 

I will send you Addie's letter ( Emaline's 
sister) and you can see how the Congdons 
are getting along, they have spent all they 
had or nearly all to educate Osian and now 
he is too lazy to do anything, he will not 
work or his father either, they have a little 
home Mrs. Congdon bought with money 
left by her father and an empty store. 
Osian's wife has gone back on him, she will 
not support the lazy loafer, she was a fool 
to have him, she knew what he was but 
thought she could make something of him. 
I will close for this time, with love to all, 
Ma. 

Frequently, the letters touch on medical 
matters as they relate to the immediate 
family or to their friends and 
acquaintances. Two such excerpts follow 
from letters written by Emaline Brown 
during 1898, the first from a letter of May 
24th: 

"Zoa is in the hospital in Chicago, she 
had to have an operation. I will explain to 
you the best I can what the trouble is it is 
with the bowels. Where the small intestine 
goes into the large one there is a sack 
which if anything gets into it causes 
inflammation and ulceration and is very 
painful it gathers and breaks like an 
abscess and it makes one very sick. If they 
break into the bowels and the matter  

passes off that way it does no further 
harm, but if it breaks outside it is sure 
death. Zoa said that she could not live 
through another such a siege (she has had 
2 or 3) and she said could not any more 
than die if she had an operation. She did 
not go any too soon for the doctor found 
that it was eating into her bowels, she is 
getting along all right now, will have to 
stay a few weeks. She and her nurse have a 
room by themselves, she is in a private 
hospital, has to pay a nurse 20 or 25 dollars 
a week and the doctor charges two 
hundred dollars for the operation. Carl 
rooms in there close by so if anything 
happens to Zoa he can be notified 
immediately. Her boy is with Flora." 

Zoa Sizer Mayer was the daughter of 
Arietta Hawley Sizer, a second cousin of 
Emaline's and member of another branch 
of the vast Hawley family which had 
settled in and around Barrington in the 
1840's and 1850's. Emaline managed to 
keep track of her numerous relatives quite 
thoroughly. 

The second excerpt concerns Hattie's 
friend Carrie Kingsley, who worked in 
Chicago for the Director of the Chicago & 
Northwestern Railway, and who had been 
having eye trouble for some time, but who 
had apparently struggled with her 
disability: 

"Hattie saw Carrie Kingsley downtown. 
Her eye does not get any better, she cannot 
see out of it only can distinguish light from 
dark. She has been doctoring with a 
Chinese doctor over in Indiana he keeps 
saying he can cure it but it has been a year 
and it is no better she wears a green glass 
over it and a white one over the other eye. 
She goes to Chicago to work and has to 
work by a gaslight every day. I should 
think she would be afraid to do it for fear 
she might lose her other eye but she cannot 
be contented to stay at home. 

"Zoa is getting along nicely. Rhoda is 
still quite sick she keeps her nurse yet and 
Nettie stays home all the time. Rhoda 
looks awful white and thin." 
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