Lost Illinois

Audubon, Audubon County
By Michael D. Sublett

O

n Wednesday, December 20, 1837, in Hillsboro,
Montgomery County, Illinois, “a considerable
number” of the “immediate descendants” of the 1
620 Mayflower landing “and other citizens” assembled “upon
the invitation of Mr. D. B. Jackson…for a social dinner
party” to celebrate Forefathers’ Day. William Shaw Russell,
a practicing Unitarian and a Plymouth, Plymouth County,
Massachusetts, native, was a participant and penned a letter
that ran in the January 20, 1838, Old Colony Memorial, a
Plymouth newspaper. The Indian-inspired Pilgrim dish
called succotash was on the menu that night “round a
comfortable fire” along with hymns, stories, and a short
address by Unitarian missionary William Pitkin Huntington.
They even enjoyed passing a “liberal fragment of Forefathers’
Rock.”
It is unclear who else occupied the parlor of Unitarian
David Barnes Jackson that night. Such a celebration,
however, does make one wonder why the county seat of an
obscure Illinois county would have had on hand sufficient
immigrants from the Old Colony to prompt the gathering.
This essay is an effort to explain the concentration of young
Massachusetts men (and often their Massachusetts brides)
and find out more about their efforts to make a living. It is
also an attempt to learn the role that Unitarians played
in Montgomery County affairs, particularly in the county’s
northeastern corner where some of the Forefathers’ Day celebrants established a new town and promoted the formation
of a new Illinois county. Finally, why would the promoters of
this new town and county name their creations after John
James Audubon when still available were names of war
heroes and political leaders?
Early Montgomery County histories report that the
Unitarians came to Montgomery County as a colony of
religious adherents. Supposedly, the Unitarians arrived in
1834, founded Audubon town, settled in, built a courthouse,
tried to wrestle the county seat from Hillsboro, and (failing
that takeover) got their own county authorized. There are
dozens of Illinois examples of group transplantations by people with similar value systems from New England and New
York, to places such as Mount Hope in McLean County,
Wethersfield in Henry County, or Stonington in Christian
County. The Unitarian presence in Montgomery County,
however, was not the outcome of a joint venture but rather
part of a dribble westward. In fact, the arrival in Montgomery,
one after another, of individuals or nuclear families from
Massachusetts is a good example of chain migration, a
process in which people leave a particular area and travel
one after another, often at the behest or under the sponsorship of those who have gone before them, to a particular
neighborhood.
Why leave the Plymouth area in the first place? Why go
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The Audubon cemetery still receives interments, but
the foundation of the old church across the road is all
that remains of the lost community.
Photos by William Furry.

to the trouble of making a new life in Montgomery County?
Land was the key. In particular, there was a shortage of good
farmland in the Northeast and an abundance of high quality
and relatively cheap public land in the West. Religion, taxes,
climate, family pressure to succeed, or just the urge to see
other places whetted the adventurous appetites of young men
coming of age after the War of 1812 in and around Plymouth.
Nevertheless, the chance to acquire and farm one’s own land
or to seek a fortune buying and selling land led to a pouring
out of the educated and the ambitious from Plymouth and
other parts of New England and from New York.

T

here is no doubt that it was land pulling John Tillson
westward. Born 1796 in Halifax, Plymouth County,
Tillson went west in 1819 to represent Dr. Benjamin
Shurtleff (who later funded Shurtleff College in Alton) in
the intricacies of land transactions involving warrants to
parcels of public land in the Illinois Military Tract and the
Missouri Bounty Land that Shurtleff had acquired from
veterans of the War of 1812. Edwardsville, Illinois, then the
site of a federal land office, became Tillson’s headquarters

his Edwardsville and Hillsboro years, because his wife,
Christiana Holmes Tillson, wrote about that period in A
Woman’s Story of Pioneer Illinois. Also born in Plymouth
County, at Kingston in 1798, she married John in 1822; and
they made their way westward to his cabin on the 160 acres
and began housekeeping as Tillson expanded his land holdings, served as Montgomery County’s first treasurer, and
became Hillsboro’s first postmaster. The postal job did not
pay much; but it did afford Tillson the franking privilege,
which Christina noted helped him with business correspondence to Boston and New York, saving 25 cents on each
letter (roughly six dollars today). One has to wonder if that
free postage might have led to personal correspondence
from John or Christiana lauding life on the frontier and
encouraging relatives and friends to join them in Hillsboro.
Christiana’s brother, Charles Holmes, Jr., visited in 1826 and
went into business with John’s brother, Robert, in St. Louis.
John and Christiana Tillson were not Unitarian but
rather charter members of the Hillsboro Presbyterian
Church. They, however, would have encountered Unitarians
in eastern Massachusetts because that is where this
Protestant denomination had its North American hearth.
Unitarians believe in only one ultimate heavenly entity,
God, and reject the Trinity, unlike Christian believers who
define the deity as Father, Son, and Holy Ghost. Advocating
individual search for truth, Unitarianism found strong
support among well-educated and liberal members of New
England’s Congregational churches.
Tiny Audubon County, only 180 square miles, was an
attempt by the proprietors of the town of Audubon to
appropriate enough land from edges of three existing
counties in order to form a civil division over which
the Audubon would reign as county seat. Audubon
County was one of 17 authorized Illinois counties that
existed on paper but never on the landscape.
Cartography by Megan Maher, Illinois State University.

for the Shurtleff work; but Tillson also obtained there a clerkship in the recorder’s office, work that provided him inside
knowledge of land availability as he looked to become a
landowner. Among his acquaintances was another clerk who
had purchased public land northeast of Edwardsville, in what
was then Bond County, Illinois. The landowning clerk, homesick for and ready to return to New England, made Tillson
an offer to sell a parcel. As a result, Tillson acquired the first
160 acres of what would become hundreds of thousands of
Illinois acres that land agent Tillson would ultimately own or
otherwise control. Moreover, in so doing, Tillson became the
first link in the Plymouth-Hillsboro migration chain, because
the Tillson 160 lay in the part of Bond County that would
become Montgomery County, on the outskirts what would
become Hillsboro. If the homesick clerk had sold Tillson
acreage elsewhere, the chain would likely have led somewhere other than Montgomery County.
We know a lot about John Tillson because he made
news with his property dealings, banking affairs, and Quincy
hotel business, but, even more importantly, with respect to
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hether or not the Tillson-Holmes presence in
Montgomery County had anything to do with the
establishment of a Unitarian hotspot is a mystery.
Nevertheless, by the late 1830s, there existed in Hillsboro an
active Unitarian Society. Probably the first Unitarian to land
in Montgomery County was David Jackson, the same
Jackson who hosted the Forefathers’ Day event of 1837.
Born 1794 in Plymouth, Massachusetts, Jackson appears on
the 1830 federal census of Montgomery County. He made
his living as a merchant, tavern keeper, and land surveyor;
and, while the county’s deputy surveyor, he laid out the
official plat of Audubon town. A strong clue to the probability that Jackson came to Hillsboro as a Unitarian is the fact
that even before the first Unitarian missionary arrived there,
Jackson was an subscriber to The Western Messenger, a
Unitarian “Religion and Literature” periodical out of
Louisville, Kentucky. In addition to Jackson on that 1836
subscription list with Hillsboro addresses were Andrew
Morton Braley and John Shaw Hayward, both born 1803 and
both raised not far from Plymouth Rock. In 1831, Braley
married Rosetta Townsend in Hillsboro. She had grown up
near the Tillson farm and been good friends with the Tillsons.
Braley faded from the Hillsboro picture after Rosetta died in
1839, but Hayward became a bulwark of the fledgling
Unitarian Society and eventually rivaled John Tillson as a
land agent and speculator.
After the 1805 appointment of a Unitarian to a prestigious Harvard professorship, the college began graduating
divinity students with a Unitarian inclination. The Unitarian
I L L I N O I S H E R I TA G E
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movement soon bloomed in New England; and its proponents
gradually saw the conversion of many Congregational
churches to the one-deity idea. Until 1825, however,
Unitarians had no way to compete with Methodist, Baptist,
and other evangelical denominations that were sending
missionaries westward to preach their beliefs and found new
churches. That year, 1825, a few Massachusetts ministers
banded together to form the American Unitarian Association
(AUA), and under its banner began publishing religious
materials and funding missionary activity elsewhere in the
United States. Success stories included Louisville, Kentucky,
where James Freeman Clarke settled in the early 1830s,
ministered to the Unitarian church, and co-founded The
Western Messenger, and St. Louis, where William Greenleaf
Eliot arrived in St. Louis in 1835 and soon established the
First Congregational Church (Unitarian).

K

ey to Unitarian success in Montgomery County was
the Rev. William Pitkin Huntington, B.A., Harvard,
1824. By the middle of the 1830s, Huntington,
product of a prominent central Massachusetts family, an
unmarried man whose father had been a Congregational
minister and then converted to Unitarianism, was ready for
something more challenging than occupying pulpits of the
Massachusetts churches that wanted him as their pastor.
Sponsored by the AUA and by three Plymouth County
churches (Plymouth, Kingston, Duxbury), he headed westward to a locale where there were already a few Unitarians
and a sizable group of Old Colony immigrants. They sent
him to Hillsboro.
Rev. Huntington revealed much about his missionary
and ministerial labors in the numerous letters that have
survived him. His letters are in two places: The Western
Messenger and the Porter-Phelps-Huntington Family Papers
at Amherst College, Amherst, Massachusetts. Born in 1804
near the Connecticut River, in Middletown, Connecticut, he
later moved upstream with his parents and siblings to what
became the family headquarters at Hadley, Massachusetts.
His missionary work took him many places where he
preached the Unitarian message, places like St. Louis (to
spell Rev. Eliot), Tremont, Jacksonville, Springfield, Quincy,
Greenville, Vandalia, and Shelbyville; but he always came
back to Hillsboro. In the fall of 1837, for instance, he shared
in a letter to his sister, Bethia Throop Huntington, the
fact that he had recently walked 25 miles from Hillsboro to
Vandalia, where he preached in the senate chamber of the
statehouse. From there Huntington walked 35 miles to
Shelbyville, and preached at the courthouse. Finally, he
hiked the 45 miles home to Hillsboro, passing through on
that third leg of his weeklong circuit the town of Audubon
(Porter-Phelps-Huntington; Box 19; Folder 2; November 4,
1837). Two years later, he went back to Massachusetts to
marry Lucy Edwards. By the summer of 1840, William and
Lucy were in Montgomery County; and in 1841, they were
living on a farm that they rented and then bought just northeast of Hillsboro. The biggest moment of his ministry in
Hillsboro must have been the dedication in 1841 of the First
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Congregational Church of Hillsboro, on land that David
Jackson donated and on which hung the bell that John
Hayward brought from Boston. In Huntington’s letter of
August 31, 1841, to Bethia, he said, the new Unitarian
church “is admitted on all hands to be an ornament to the
village” (Porter-Phelps-Huntington, Box 19, Folder 2).
Land speculation tends to peak and valley. One peak
occurred in 1835 and 1836; but by 1837, a depression had
begun that continued to affect land investments and sales
for several years. Individuals participated in the rush to
acquire cheap land from the public domain; but land
companies, often funded by eastern investors or banks, were
able to sell bonds to raise additional capital, thus gaining an
advantage. John Tillson was a land agent with the New York
and Boston Illinois Land Company, which at one time held
almost a million acres of Illinois land. William Russell
headed west in 1835 as the principal land agent and biggest
stockholder of the Boston and Western Land Company. For
that company and with his partners he acquired so much
land that it eventually became difficult to keep track
of transactions and property taxes, as Larry Gara revealed in
his “Yankee Land Agent in Illinois.” Among Russell’s investments for Boston and Western was $800 that went to

The plat of the town of Audubon, filed in the office of
the Montgomery County Recorder on May 30, 1837,
contained 44 lots and five public squares, separated by
named streets. The proprietors, William Shaw Russell,
John Shaw Hayward, and Isaac Hinckley, were all
from Massachusetts, as was the man who surveyed the
plat, David Barnes Jackson. Map here is a redraft of
the original, from the Illustrated Atlas Map of
Montgomery County, Illinois, dated 1874.

The road from the old cemetery to the lost village of Audubon, Montgomery County, Illinois.
purchase stock in the Audubon Land Company, a company
of which he was co-owner—along with half-brother John
Hayward and Isaac Hinckley (born 1815 in eastern
Massachusetts; graduated Harvard, Phi Beta Kappa, 1834;
and married in 1840 in Montgomery County). Acting on
behalf of the Audubon Land Company or in various
partnerships, Russell, Hayward, Hinckley, and others (like
Christiana’s brothers, Charles Holmes, Jr. and Hiram
Holmes), bought huge quantities of land in Illinois, some
of which was in the area that included and surrounded the
town of Audubon.

C

oincident with the land boom of the middle 1830s
was the platting of numerous towns, towns whose lots
the investors could sell for a big profit and to which
the buyers of nearby farms could go for central place services,
like flour milling, general merchandise, and mail. Some
towns found favor and survived, but many did not make it,
as William D. Walters, Jr. documented in Selling Location:
Illinois Town Advertisements, 1835-1837. A little bit late to
the party, Audubon joined a glut of hopeful Illinois towns on
May 30, 1837, when Russell, Hayward, and Hinckley (the
three Audubon Land Company principals) filed the plat that
David Jackson had surveyed earlier that month. Russell,
Hayward, and Jackson were Unitarians (Hinckley may well
have been, too), so Audubon was, after all, Unitarian.
Audubon lay on the open prairie roughly 18 miles northeast
of Hillsboro. The plat shows a north-south, east-west grid of
streets with names like Main, Washington, Hancock, Poplar,
and Chestnut. One street name that seems a bit out of place
is Tremont; but Tremont was an Illinois community that had a
Unitarian aspect, a place at which Huntington sometimes
preached. The plat, as was common practice, featured public
squares, in this case five of them. Squares and lots were 300
feet on a side, but the land company was willing to divide
them into quarters, thus making them more affordable.

Audubon lots, however, found few buyers; but among
them was Matthew S. Cushman, who set up a store at the
corner of Main and Poplar, beside Central Square. The
Audubon post office served the town and surrounding residents from 1839 to 1841, again 1844 to 1845, and finally
1848 to 1865. For the first two of these open periods, Isaac
Hinckley was the postmaster, which tells us that he lived
there over those years. A big reason that Audubon even had a
post office, given the lack of residents, was that Audubon lay
roughly on a line from Hillsboro to Shelbyville, and beyond
that roughly between Alton on the Mississippi River and
Terre Haute, Indiana, on the National Road. Stagecoaches
carried mail, parcels, and passengers across Illinois and
through Audubon beginning in the late 1830s. Huntington
referred to Audubon multiple times, and from him we learn
that there were Unitarians living in and near Audubon.
Writing to The Western Messenger, in July of 1840 (published
August 29, 1840), he said that “a number of our Audubon
friends usually come in to our meetings on the Sabbath—a
distance of 20 miles! Can you show us greater zeal in New
England?” He concluded with “I shall go out to Audubon and
spend a Sabbath soon.” Two years later, in a January 9, 1842,
letter to his mother, Elizabeth Whiting Phelps Huntington,
he expressed his gratitude to the AUA for a contribution of
$250 “in the support of preaching here & at Audubon”
(Porter-Phelps-Huntington, Box 19, Folder 5). While he
never named the Audubon Unitarians, possibilities other
than Hinckley would have included brothers Robert Little
and Otis Little, both natives of New Hampshire with
Massachusetts connections. Robert farmed in the Audubon
corner of Montgomery County at the time of the 1840 federal census and served as an election judge in 1842 and
1843. Both men were farming there in 1850.
Towns required names. Almost certainly, the name of
this town came from John James Audubon (JJA), probably
the most famous ornithologist and bird illustrator of all time.
I L L I N O I S H E R I TA G E
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Born in what became Haiti, in 1785, JJA was the illegitimate
son of a French sea captain and a maid who worked near a
plantation that the captain owned on the island of Santo
Domingo. JJA moved to France as a child, with his half-|
sister, also illegitimate or “natural” as the French labeled
such offspring. The senior Audubon and his wife went
through the legalities of adopting the children so they could
have a good name and eventually legally claim their inheritance from the Audubons. Throughout his life, JJA guarded
the secret of his birth; and long after his death his granddaughters were doing everything possible, even altering his
diaries, to preserve the illusion that JJA was legitimate.
Another secret that JJA guarded was the fact that he had
gone bankrupt in Kentucky as a storekeeper, investor, and
slave-owner during the Panic of 1819 and had served a short
stint in jail as a debtor. To avoid creditors, years later, when
he and his wife bought property for their grand homestead
along the Hudson River on Manhattan Island, he filed the
property in her name only.
After the 1819 bankruptcy, JJA devoted much of his life
to painting American birds and raising money to publish a
series of colorful folios. By 1837, he had made a name for
himself, as his hundreds of his bird illustrations had gone
public. By then he was a member of numerous scientific and
honorary societies in America and Europe; he was friends
with Andrew Jackson and other dignitaries, such as Edward
Everett, future governor of Massachusetts and Harvard
president. Among the places in the United States where JJA
had good success selling subscriptions to his Birds of America
was Boston. There he, wife Lucy, and their two sons lived
briefly, as he canvassed a lucrative market for investors.
Boston papers referred to him through the 1830s in a
favorable light. The founders of Audubon, Illinois, may
have crossed paths with him out East; some among those
choosing the town name almost certainly knew of his success
by 1837. In tune with Unitarian beliefs, they may have
admired his scientific individualism. Furthermore, JJA had
spent several weeks in southern Illinois in 1810-1811,
crossed Illinois from Ste. Genevieve to Shawneetown on
multiple occasions, and boated the Ohio River portion of the
Illinois boundary and the Mississippi portion as far north as
St. Louis. Picking Audubon as the name for town, company,
and county was not without logic.
Audubon County was a last gasp effort by the Audubon
Land Company to sell lots in Audubon and otherwise make
viable a failing hamlet. Petitions to the Thirteenth General
Assembly to form a county from portions of Montgomery,
Fayette, and Shelby counties came in during December
1842 and January 1843. Legislative action was swift; and by
February 7, 1843, the house, senate, and council of revision
(which included the governor) had approved the enabling
act. Audubon County was small, only 180 square miles, and
was to have Audubon as its seat of government.
Becoming a county seat for Audubon would have been
sufficient to guarantee lot sales in town and to speed up sales
of farmland in an area that was relatively remote from other
county seats. Once voters in Montgomery County and Fayette
County approved the new county, all that remained would
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have been minor financial details. For some reason, and common in those days of constant new-county fever, Shelby voters
had no say. Alas, Audubon County was not to be. Montgomery
records from the August 7, 1843, referendum on Audubon did
not survive. Fayette County, however, did save its poll books so
one can see by actual citizen name who approved (192 voters)
and disapproved (446 voters). Thus, Audubon County joined
the ranks of paper counties: counties authorized by state
government but never organized at the local level. Illinois had
17 paper counties, by far more than any other state.

L

osing that referendum sealed the fate of the tiny town.
The town’s proprietors filed papers with Montgomery
County on May 13, 1844, to vacate the plat, save
Main Street (upon which the stagecoach ran) and Poplar
Street (which intersected Main Street at the town center).
By then William Russell had given up being a land agent and
moved back to Plymouth where he enjoyed a productive life
as deed registrar and author of historical materials about
Plymouth. John Hayward remained a prominent citizen of
Hillsboro until his death there in 1869. William Huntington
continued preaching in Hillsboro and farming nearby until
1845 when he and family went back to Massachusetts,
where he accepted a pulpit at the Unitarian church in Ashby.
He could not get the West out of his system, and by 1850
was living and teaching in Milwaukee. Later he became a
Wisconsin farmer and eventually an Episcopalian. The
Tillson family, with land fortunes hurt badly by the Panic of
1837, left Hillsboro in 1843 for Quincy. David Jackson
stayed in Hillsboro, served as county school superintendent,
and died there in 1875. When Montgomery County adopted
township organization in 1872, citizens of the area that
would have been Audubon County honored JJA once again
by naming their roughly 54 square miles Audubon Township,
which persists today. Nothing remains of the town, save two
township roads that perpetuate the rights of way that were
once Main Street and Poplar Street.
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