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THE ORPHANS
Seven Children of William and Mary
Johnson, Their Lives
By Tim Carroll
“A pitiful sight was observed Saturday evening
when seven orphan children arrived in the city after traveling alone from Seattle, Washington.” Grand Traverse
Herald, May 7, 1903.
The eighth entry in the Marriage Registry, Ledger
#1, archived in the Grand Traverse County Courthouse, is
that of Mary Keziah Rice wed to Richard Johnson, dated
October 4, 1854. Her father, Samuel G. Rice, this
county’s second Superintendent of Schools, stood as witness.
Blessed of that union were four daughters and
two sons. The first-born son, William, is the subject of
our story. He issued his first wails in the spring of 1864,
the year the Johnson family acquired 160 acres of good
farmland situated between what is now Devil’s Dive
Road and the Township Hall, in Mapleton, on the Peninsula. The original deed, still in the family, reads, “given
by my hand, April 15, 1864, (signed) Abraham Lincoln.” It was issued, interestingly, exactly one year prior
to his death by assassination.
On Dec. 14, 1886, William, now 22, and from the
photos a strapping, vigorous youth, married Mary B.
Pierce, who lived on a farm a few miles north of the Johnson farm. Mary Blanche Ely was born in Williamsport,
Ohio. Her back-story is sketchy, but she, at a very early
(Continued on page 3)
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From the President’s Desk
.
The holiday season is near, and I’ve been thinking about old-fashioned trees and decorations for our December potluck meeting. After all, we are a historical
society! We’ll be singing Christmas carols with Al and
Joan Bonney and have a gift exchange.
“Trees of the past sported small candles tied to
the tree.” (We can put the candles on the tables!)
Most old-fashioned Christmas trees had one thing
in common--they were decorated with homemade ornaments and lit candles. Such as: garlands of strung popcorn, cranberries, and even buttons; tin ornaments; silver
tinsel; shaped gingerbread cookies; handcrafted wax ornaments, paper flowers, colored beads; hand-sewn snowflakes and stars
and angels to sit on top. Also, apples, walnuts, pinecones; little nets filled with popcorn or wrapped candy, tied with ribbon;
dried flowers, leaves, and herbs and berries;
small dolls and angels made out of bits of
leftover fabric. Glass ornaments and wooden toys began
in the mid-1800s. Perhaps we have favorite family traditional decorations that can be shared!
Apparently, Martin Luther decorated the first
Christmas tree in Germany in 1605. Legend suggests that
Luther was walking home on Christmas Eve, in awe of
the night's beauty, as stars shone through the branches of
a tall fir tree. He cut down a small fir tree, took it home to
his family, and decorated it with lit candles to resemble the glowing effect of the
stars.
In the 1840s, Queen Victoria's
husband brought a tree from Germany
and decorated it in Windsor Castle.
Christmas trees became popular in the
United States in the mid-1800s.
Happy Thanksgiving!
—Nancy Warne
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In Memorium
Julianne Meyer

Rebecca Tomkins Nothstine

By Susan Cogswell
[Editor’s Note: These remarks are a slightly edited version of a talk presented at a meeting of the Old Mission
Women’s Club on October 21, 2010.]
Did you know that the OMWC sang "Oh, What a
Beautiful Morning" on the CBS Morning Show on June 8,
1993?
How did that all come about?
Back in 1992, all of us traveling up and down
Center Road probably never paid much attention to a little
log home sitting in the middle of the open fields of cherry
trees.
But Julianne Meyer did.
And that is where our story begins.
It was in the fall of 1992 when Julianne Meyer
told the OMWC that the acres and
acres of cherry trees on the Underwood Farms were going to become
part of a big housing development,
and the plans were to tear down
that little log house.
Julianne told us the little
log cabin was built in 1858 and it
had stood on its original location
ever since.
Julianne was passionate
about this log home, and said it
would be a great loss of Old Mission Peninsula history to
have that log home destroyed.
Julianne went on to say she had spoken with the
developer. She said the developer agreed NOT to destroy
the 1858 log home. He said he would sell it to the OMWC
for $1 provided we find a new location for the log home
and pay for the moving expenses. Peninsula Township
agreed the 1858 log cabin could be moved to the State
Park at the end of the Peninsula.
We had never moved a building, never had a major fundraiser, and moving a log cabin was going to take
more than a few hundred dollars. We took on this project
because with Julianne's leadership, we had the enthusiasm
and faith we could do this.
Now we just needed a way to publicize our event
and project. Every day while having my morning coffee, I
would watch Paula Zahn and Harry Smith on the "CBS
Morning Show", showing various groups from across the

By Verla and Cal Jamieson
In so many ways, Rebecca was a petite giant with
an insatiable desire to be a part of and learn about all
things. We are grateful she shared her knowledge and experiences with us.
Our friendship began through our livelihood in
agriculture. Cal recalls Rebecca supervising the packing
of the apple picking operation while her husband, Seth,
trucked their fruit to the Detroit market. We were trucking
produce to the Cincinnati market, so on several occasions
we shared strategies of carving out a living over dinner at
the Old Mission Tavern. Ambition, efficiency and intelligence propelled Rebecca into many positions of leadership in the fields of the agricultural community organizations: including the Old Mission Women’s Club, church
affairs, teaching and, of course, the Old Mission Peninsula Historical Society.
As time passed, Rebecca’s involvement in agricultural affairs accelerated, which demanded more and more
of her time at the state level, in Lansing. Meanwhile, Cal became more
involved in the trucking business and
was employed by Wagon Transportation of Muskegon, Michigan. Cal’s
employer asked if he knew anyone in
Lansing who could assist in getting
some legislation passed. Cal promptly
called Rebecca. Although she downplayed her role, she
obviously convinced the right people to enact legislation
allowing double bottom tankers to continue trucking on
the roads several more years. This gave trucking businesses time to transition from double to single bottom
tankers, which saved countless jobs and companies. Rebecca was now Cal’s heroine.
During "retirement”, Rebecca was chairing a meeting
of the Old Mission Peninsula Historical Society. She was
aptly prepared and used a very measured and deliberate
tone as she conducted business. We both agreed, she displayed great delight when her suggestions were approved.
The Tree Project, initiated in 1999 by Rebecca and
Leo, will be continued, promoted and implemented by
fellow members of the Old Mission Peninsula Historical
Society. It is a legacy worth carrying forth in their honor.
About a couple of years ago Cal and Bob Dean obliged
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The Orphans
County. She describes growing “rutabaga that weigh 10
age, was adopted by the Josiah Pierce family and shortly
lbs, beets that weigh 8 and potatoes 10 inches long and
after came to live and be raised with her kinfolk, the R.M.
lots of elk meat. There have been many elk killed here
this fall. I have helped carry in lots of it. I have lots
Edgecombs, another Mapleton farm family. Mary, born
in 1866, was just two years younger than her husband.
smoked and dried and salted in brine and covered with
The two likely met at the social gatherings availtallow so we won’t starve.” By then they had added two
able to the close knit farming community. Among the
more sons: Hassel, 1894, and Royal, 1895.
possibilities were the popular dance hall at Archie near
Speaking of their claim, she says, “it is hard for a
year or so but, my sakes, if you have a piece of land you
present day Grey Road, the second floor social hall in Old
Mission, and the Town Hall in Mapleton, where the Frican grow all you want to eat and in a few years what a
day night square-dances were a tradition up to the
nice home you have. We have had so much bad luck it
has put us back, but now we hope to get along better. We
1950’s.
have a cow, two heifers, 15 hens, 6 sheep and 20 acres
The young couple were living with his parents in
the Johnson family home when their first born, Harry,
slashed.” But she also mentions that “Will has gone to
arrived in 1887. He was followed by Rex in 1889. In that
Everett (Washington) to work this winter and I am alone
and, oh, my, how lonesome it is when he is gone…” She
year, for reasons never recorded but within the likelihood
closes this letter to her brother, Charlie, “Well, must close
of youthful rebellion, cheap land, the Go West fad, or
simply the lure of new horiand go for my cow in the
zons, William and Mary,
wet woods. How I dread
going in the woods when
with the two infants, set out,
it rains.”
in the pioneering spirit that
surely gripped the youth of
In a letter to his
that time, for the state
parents on May 17th, unof Washington.
dated, probably 1897,
William writes, “We are
Seven letters from
living in Seattle and will
them have been saved and
try our fortunes here for a
present a sketchy overview
while. We could not
of their pioneering life.* It
raise enough money to
appears they settled first in
keep our place so had to
Gilman, now called Issalet it go….we have just
quah, near Puget Sound.
got here, rented a house
William had to find work in
and got straightened
the city to make ends
meet. Mary was able to write The Richard Johnson Homestead, circa 1882. The house, with a around. I will look for
stone front porch added in the 1890s, is at 13479 Center Road.
work…tomorrow. There
in 1893: “…lovely weather
is something about the
and the ground is white with
west that we like and keeps us from wanting to go
blackberry blossoms” and to announce that she now has
back….but I should never advise anyone to come out here
two more children. In 1890, their third son, Willie, had
that had a good place there. For when ever they do they
arrived and was named after his father. In 1893, their
will find thousands ahead of them…..live and hope is the
daughter, Neva, was born.
best comfort at present.” They added a son, Forrest, to
In 1895 they are on their claim and clearing the
the family in 1896.
woods in Whaleback Township, Snohonmish
On Aug. 14, 1898, Mary was writing to her parents from Everett, Washington. “We are paying for our
*Special thanks to Royal Johnson’s grand-daughter,
house on installments. Have it half paid for now, a nice
Carol Hart Elliott, who sent me copies of the seven prelittle home. School begins in Sept. Rex and Willie will go.
cious letters and Hassel’s poems which I had never seen
(Continued on page 4)
before. She has preserved them with love and care and
saved them for the next generation.
(Continued from page 1)
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Keziah Johnson was kept abreast of the situation and
Harry must wait a year because of his bad eyes. Forrest is
knew her grandchildren were without parents. Also, the
the fattest child I ever had. Violet is a fat tiny little thing
Edgecombs, the family that raised the children’s mother,
were eager to assist with the orphans. So, although it is
and good as can be.” Violet was born Feb.3, 1898, but
died on 19th of July, 1899.
unknown whether an invitation was offered to them, or
She continued, “Will changes shifts today. He has
the Washington children wrote a begging letter, they
been keeping day times the last two weeks. He is tapping
clearly were made to feel welcome by their families back
furnace now (at a smelter) and seems to stand it pretty
in Michigan before they undertook their trans-continental
good. He has a cold.” William Johnson died Oct. 15th
journey.
The step-father and neighbors put together a
1898.
purse large enough for the oldest boy, Harry, now 16, to
Had tragedy not struck, this typical pioneering
family might well have lived out their American dream
shepherd his siblings back to their grandmothers (now
Mrs. Edgecomb’s role as well) via the turn of the century
without tears. But losing husband and father would have
rail system. Again, family tradition has it that the younger
been a crippling blow in that remote place .
children had tags fastened around their necks, and printed
Early in 1900 she writes, “I have 40 acres on my
with their names and their grandmother’s Rural Route #
claim, but it is in the forest reserve and is no good to me
1, Traverse City, Michigan
now unless the reserve is
address in case they got lost
demolished.” She also
in transit.
“takes in washing and goes
Happily, they arout to do house work and
rived safely and together at
mending. Yes, it is hard, but
the Traverse City railroad
where there is a will there is
depot in the spring of 1903,
a way and I shall never give
where they were met by their
up my children….We have
lovely weather. Flowers are
Peninsula families and taken
in bloom and geraniums re
by buggy to the Johnson and
growing out of doors still…I
Edgecomb homesteads in
am tired. I only weigh 100
Mapleton.
lbs.” And that is the last
It must have been a
surviving letter from her.
bittersweet reunion. Their
grandmother, Mary Keziah,
So Mary, widowed
Johnson children circa 1898 in Snohomish. Left to right:
now
68, herself a widow,
with seven living children
Harry, Royal, Neva, Forrest (blurred), Rex, Hassel
remembering her robust
under the age of 13, took a
elder son and his devoted wife leaving with their young
new husband as soon as her grief permitted. By all acfamily for a new life in the West, and now, 13 years later
counts this man was a decent sort who helped provide for
welcoming home their seven orphans. It was a tale often
the large family. But shortly after life resumed some semtold, no doubt, in those days of little medical care, poor
blance of normalcy, she, according to the family story,
communications, and the still vast frontier which liberally
fell from her horse while crossing a stream returning
mixed its failures with its successes.
home from an arduous trek to find much needed supBut their grandmothers took it all in stride. The
plies. She wasn’t injured in the fall and was able to make
bigger
boys,
Harry and Rex, were farmed out to widow
it back to the homestead, but she had suffered a serious
farmers
in
the
neighborhood. Strong enough to do the
chill which worsened and eventually took her life. She
milking and other chores, they earned their room and
died in September of 1902.
board and carried their weight from the outset. Although
Whatever the initial reasons for the young couple
they received little in wages, they were able to save it all.
leaving the Peninsula, there had been no estrangement
The older boys had but one abiding objective: to return to
from the folks back home. All surviving correspondence
the West. By 1910, Harry, then 22, was back working for
contains mundane but friendly exchanges. Certainly Mary
(Continued from page 3)
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(Continued from page 4)

a family named Montgomery, in Snohomish County,
WA. Rex, 21, was nearby, working as a hired hand in
Fork, Clallam County, WA. They reported back that their
old homestead was still standing, and they photographed
it. Both boys spent the rest of their lives in the west.
Harry married and had a daughter, Barbara. Rex dropped
out of the family records.
Willie, now known as Bill, was sent to live with
his bachelor farmer uncle, Richard Johnson, who had a
small house across from the Catholic Church. As soon as
he finished his schooling at Mapleton, he learned the
bricklaying trade and moved to Detroit. He married the
elegant Hilda, who worked at Hudson’s Department
Store, girdles her specialty. They were childless but came
to visit each summer in Traverse City. They lived in a
house built of bricks by Bill until Hilda died in the
1960’s. Rather than live alone, Bill
moved to Florida to live with his
sister Neva. They spent their last
years together.
Hassel, too, built up his
nest egg working on the Peninsula
and downstate, and around the beginning of World War I moved to
Los Angeles and lived there until
his death in 1943. Some of the poetry he wrote has been preserved. This excerpt is from a poem
he wrote entitled, “Mother’s Garden”: “These words of pity grieve
Forrest in his 20s
me, And it hurts me when I say,
Mother had to walk twenty-four miles, To the store at
Clallam Bay”. It was when returning from one of those
trips her accident occurred. Hassel never married.
Royal lived with the widow Elizabeth Gilmore
McCloskey on her farm, which was located on what is
now called Blue Water Road, then known as the Church
Crossroad. When World War I broke out in Europe, he
joined the U.S. Army and served in France. On the voyage over he suffered so violently from seasickness he was
thought to have died. The sailors prepared him for burial
at sea; only at the last moment one of his companions saw
his eye-lid flicker, and he was saved.
The affectionate exchange of letters with his
adopted mother, the widow McCloskey, have sur-

vived. She, at one point, offered him her farm if he would
return to the Peninsula, but he was already committed to
the west coast, where he worked in the film industry.
Royal married the lovely Marcia Wellington Johnson
(yes, both family names were the same) and had two
daughters. The younger, Carole Deputy, has contributed
to this article, as has her daughter, Suzie Larsen, the family genealogist. Royal died in North Hollywood, CA, in
1980.
Forrest was kept with his grandmother Johnson
and grew up in Mapleton. The youngest and always of
delicate health, he was the first of the orphans to die. He
was only 31 in 1927, when he expired. He, alone of his
siblings, remains on the Peninsula. He is buried near his
beloved grandmother on the Johnson plot in the southeastern corner of the old section of St. Joseph cemetery. His uncle, Richard Johnson, wrote and read a touching poem at Forest’s interment, but sadly it has not survived. Forrest was able to make one trip back to the west
coast to visit his siblings there prior to
his death.
Neva, the only girl, was cared
for by both Mrs. Edgecomb, the
woman who raised her mother, and
her grandmother Johnson. When Neva
reached her upper teens, she worked
as a waitress in one of the early Front
St. restaurants. Her often repeated
story was of the amazement she suffered the first time a gentleman customer left her a whole dime as a tip.
She was courted and successfully wooed by Harold Lardie, the son Neva about to
of P.F.Lardie, owner of the first Gen- marry Harold
eral Store in Mapleton. It burnt to the Lardie
ground in the 50s, but was across the
road from the present Peninsula Market. Harold, fresh
back from the European front of WWI, used his mustering-out funds to start his garage and service station, which
houses the Bad Dog Deli and Peninsula Grill today. Their
home was just to the north of the station, in the present
day parking lot.
Older residents of the Peninsula will remember
Neva rushing out of their little house each time a car
pulled in for gas. She was quick with the washing of the
windows, checking the oil, topping up the fuel tank, and
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Log Cabin Day 2010
Sunday, June twenty-seventh, turned out to be a lovely day to celebrate the preservation of the Hessler Log
Cabin. Many crafters came to join in the festivities. Jim Ribby, our Civil War poet, recited poems of the period. The
aroma of food being prepared by Susan Odom over an open fire, filled the air. Nancy Heller’s table, sponsored by The
Northwest Michigan Farm Bureau, held the attention of most men and boys as they tried to guess the use of the many
antique farm tools and gadgets she had on display. Three musical groups were in attendance to entertain guests as they
waited to tour the log cabin and the Old Mission Lighthouse. There were many other crafters and demonstrators to
enlighten visitors. All seemed to truly enjoy themselves.
Just a reminder; Sunday June 26, 2011 is our next LOG CABIN DAY CELEBRATION.
SEE YOU THERE!
Text by Terilee Johnson
Photos by Carolyn Lewis
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Julianne Meyer

Rebecca Tomkins Nothstine

(Continued from page 2)
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country singing, "Oh, What a Beautiful Morning". They
would sing in front of sunflowers, beehives, and waterfalls.
Since I had been put in charge of publicity, at the
next club meeting I asked how everyone felt about singing on national television.
They said "Can we do that?"
I said "I'll check."
I did, and the program agreed to show us singing.
On June 8, 1993, Paula Zahn and Harry Smith
introduced the Old Mission Women's Club and our 1858
Log Cabin fundraiser to the world.
We raised almost $4,000 to pay for moving the
cabin.
All thanks to our Past President Julianne Meyer.

Rebecca and Leo with a final tour and recovery of the
trees.
Our last memorable evening with Rebecca and Leo
was spent dining on a succulent pot roast prepared by our
hostess, who was 88 years of age at the time. Rebecca
commented: "I just like simple food. I don’t cook all the
little side dishes." To her it may have been simple fare,
for us it was the tastiest pot-roast ever! We watched MSU
beat Notre Dame via a Hail Mary pass in the final seconds
of the game. As you can imagine, dinner conversation
could not have been livelier. To top off the evening, Verla
was treated to a showing of the photo wall of Rebecca’s
grand and great-grandchildren.
We parted in happiness, having spent a great time with
the best of friends.

The Orphans
(Continued from page 5)

making change, a bird-like woman who never sat still and had an infectious laugh. Harold and Neva were childless,
but generous to all their cousin’s children.
Neva Johnson Lardie lived to be 93 and died at her home in Florida in 1986, the sole survivor of the seven intrepid orphans. Among the beneficiaries in her will were Terry Carroll and his brother Tim. The latter used those funds
to begin restoring the old Johnson family home, the house in which Neva was raised with great affection and good humor and which she visited regularly throughout her life, the home in which your writer now lives.
Family counted for everything in those years. Even if extended across a largely unsettled continent, the ties held
together, sweeping up those in need and comforting the most remote. Not one of these seven remarkable siblings were
ever heard to utter a regret regarding their early life. Through it all they managed to see the human comedy, the strength
to be gained from one another, and the general belief that life was an adventure to be embraced and wrestled to the
ground if necessary. If one word were to describe the collective Johnson offspring it would be: “Sunny”. It never
dimmed for them. They relished their youth, cherished its memories, extolled their experience. Each had a keen sense of
humor and a gift for story-telling. They made the most of what they had. They pressed forward. Their parents would be
been proud of them all, as were all who had the pleasure of knowing them. It is an honor to be part of their story.

Looking Back … 100 Years Ago in Old Mission
[The second in our new feature culled and presented by our archivist Ann Swaney]
During Richard Carroll’s recent presentation, he mentioned the Golden Tower. Here, from the Traverse City
Evening Record of October 1, 1910, is an abbreviated version of Mr. Golden’s obituary:

Old Pioneer Passed Away: Windsor Golden of Peninsula Township Dead
Mr. Golden was the oldest resident of the peninsula, being born in St. Lawrence Co., New York, July 20, 1820.
More than half a century ago, in 1856, Mr. Golden arrived from New York State, making the trip up the Grand Traverse
Bay on the Lady of the Lakes. He selected a spot in the forest near the end of the peninsula, which was then in possession of the red men. A home was hewn out of the forest, near the village of Old Mission …
The first home was lived in for 30 years, after which a handsome farm house was erected, and here he lived in
peace until his passing …
Mr. Golden is survived by a widow and four children, all daughters, as follows: Mrs. John Franklin, Mrs. J.C.
Mills, Mrs. Ida Hazel, and Miss Kathryn Golden.
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Join Us!
Membership Dues: Student, $5; Individual $10; Family $15; Business, $25
Please make checks payable to Old Mission Peninsula Historical Society and fill out this form and mail to us at
POB 115, Old Mission, MI 49673.
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Old Mission, MI 49673
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