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Society News 

Chuck Douglass 

 
Membership. It’s a word we often use without thinking much about its meaning since most of us 

belong to a wide range of clubs and organizations. One important group in Tabor’s past was brought 

together during the evening of August 19
th

, 1894. Meeting at the home of Dr. John F. Sanborn, 

Tabor’s first medical doctor, long-time residents organized the first Tabor Historical Society. Those 

assembled included a who’s who of area pioneers and their children, including: Samuel H. Adams, 

one of Tabor’s original founders; William Brooks, Tabor College’s first and only president at that 

time; Milo L. Carpenter, Tabor’s first merchant; and Mrs. Elvira Platt, sister of Tabor pioneer and 

first mayor, George Belcher Gaston, among others. The idea to formally organize the historical 

society was likely spurred on by the passing of Reverend John Todd, another founder and pastor of 

the Congregational church for over 30 years, in January of that year.  

 

One of the first orders of business was transferring into Dr. Sanborn’s care the personal papers of 

Reverend Todd as well as “all the records known to exist of the acts and doings of the early settlers.” 

The records collected by the first society in 1894 are now in the care of the new Tabor Historical 

Society, reorganized in 1966 under a charter granted by the State of Iowa. Since that time and with 

the help and leadership of sustaining members like Wanda Ewalt, Alice Omer, Vivian Dyke, Vern 

Wilkins, James Morgans and others, the society has achieved a great deal: thousands of artifacts have 

been preserved and catalogued, two museum buildings have been constructed and the Todd House 

Museum has undergone several phases of restoration totaling well over $200,000. 

 

The important work of the society continues, but unfortunately, active 

membership numbers haven’t kept pace with the challenges that await 

us. Tabor has traditionally been generous in helping with funding and 

its donations have always been appreciated. But the greatest gift of all 

is time and we’re looking for volunteers to step up and carry on the 

work started so many years ago. Can you help?  We meet the fourth 

Tuesday of every month and would love to see you. Stop by and get 

acquainted with what we do.  You might be surprised at how much 

fun history can be. 
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You may contact us at 
P.O. Box 584 

Tabor, IA 51653 
Email: 

TaborIowaHistoricalSociety@gmail.com 

Phone:  712-313-0102 
 

The Todd House Museum 

Chuck Douglass sitting with former 

president Wanda Ewalt in 2011 
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Did You Know? 
 

The Ohio abolitionist John Brown visited Tabor on four separate occasions in the 1850s, using the village 

as a base of operation for his men in his fight against pro-slavery forces in Kansas. An armed struggle had 

been raging in Kansas since 1854 between those who wanted the territory to enter the Union as either a 

free or slave state. Brown, who believed that the institution of slavery could only be overturned by force, 

fought on the side of the “Free State” settlers. He and his followers engaged in several battles with pro-

slavery groups, and Tabor provided a safe haven for his men. 

 

Well known as an anti-slavery town, Tabor was on the main route for Free-Staters headed to Kansas as 

well as for caravans moving men, weapons and supplies. In October 1856 Brown and his followers were 

heartily welcomed to town when he brought wounded men, including three of his sons, to recuperate from 

battle; at about the same time 20 supply wagons arrived, along with 200 men who camped in the park. 

Practically every structure and home in the village was used for storage of equipment and arms. Reverend 

John Todd hid two brass cannons, boxes of clothing, blankets, ammunition, muskets, sabers and 20 boxes 

of Sharps rifles. After recruiting and fundraising in the east, Brown next came to Tabor in 1857 drilling 

with his men between August and November. 

 

Brown again arrived in Tabor February 4, 1859, with 11 freedmen from Missouri. The freedmen were 

welcomed but Brown received a cool reception from the town after the people learned that the slaves 

were taken by force, killing the slave owner in the process. At a town meeting the next day the residents 

formally declared that “we have no sympathy with those who go to slave states to entice away slaves, and 

take property or life when necessary to attain that end.”  Brown left town deeply disappointed, feeling the 

town had betrayed him.  

 

John Brown’s last visit came at the home of his friend Jonas Jones around September 1, 1859, on his way 

to attack the Federal Armory at Harper’s Ferry, Virginia. When he left he told Jones that “I don’t say 

where I’m going, but you’ll hear from me.” 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

John Brown 

Lawrence Kansas poster declaring an anti-slavery meeting to be 

held on the day John Brown was hanged at Charles Town, Virginia 
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James Vincent, Senior: Tabor’s Populist Firebrand 
Harry Wilkins 

 

It’s easy to get stuck in a comfortable rut when it comes to studying the 

people and events of the past. When tales of Tabor are told, most people 

are familiar with the important contributions of town founders George 

Belcher Gaston, Samuel H. Adams, and Reverend John Todd. But another 

and all but forgotten pioneer was James Vincent, an English-born 

immigrant who was one of the town’s earliest residents. Like his better 

known counterparts, Vincent would leave his mark in the fight against 

slavery and contribute to Tabor’s growth as a center of education but he 

also would become a crusader who struggled for economic and social 

justice in campaigns that frequently pitted him against Tabor’s 

mainstream.  

 

Before coming to America, James Vincent served as a Congregational 

minister in Deal, County Kent, England. Deeply religious and committed 

to the abolitionist cause, he immigrated in 1848 to the United States where 

anti-slavery movements, like those at Ohio’s Oberlin College, were 

gaining momentum. Vincent traveled throughout Ohio and Michigan lecturing and teaching, and when 

time permitted, continued his theological studies at Oberlin where he met his future wife, Mary Sheldon. 

The couple settled down to raise their family in Berea, Ohio, but their attention was drawn to the ongoing 

struggle between pro- and anti-slavery forces battling for control of the Kansas Territory. Deciding to join 

the Free State movement, James, Mary and their infant son left Ohio in the spring of 1855 on a trail that 

led through the recently founded village of Tabor. Originally intended as a waypoint for their journey to 

Kansas, the young family decided to stay in Iowa, and with Vincent’s construction of a two-room sod 

shanty on a single acre on the north edge of town, it became home. 

 

The Vincent family had thrown their lot in with a small group of around one hundred men, women and 

children who were committed to building a Christian community and college patterned after Oberlin. In 

the early years the settlement was referred to as a colony and so it was; everything was built from scratch, 

prairie sod was broken for the first time, and community projects were planned in town hall meetings held 

in the settlement’s small schoolhouse that doubled as a chapel.  

 

Vincent was an active participant in the Tabor’s Underground Railroad and in 1856 joined its military 

company, a town militia organized to guard against any “troubles in Kansas” that some feared would spill 

into southwest Iowa. Like others in the village, Vincent knew and supported abolitionist John Brown 

who, on one of his visits to Tabor in February, 1857, brought a group of group of freedmen and women 

from Missouri. Putting themselves at risk from slave catchers, James and Mary stepped up and sheltered a 

woman from the group who had recently given birth and was unable to travel with her baby when 

Brown’s caravan headed out of town.  

 

In 1864 James decided to formalize a commitment made years earlier when on March 2
nd

 he petitioned 

the Fremont County Court to become an American citizen. In those days the naturalization process 

required he present evidence of good moral character and declare an oath to support the Constitution and 

renounce all foreign allegiances, “particularly to the queen of Great Britain,” which he gladly did. Vincent 

was deeply committed to his adopted country and he wanted to serve in the army during the Civil War but 

couldn’t due to a physical infirmity; instead he traveled at his own expense to Washington, DC, to work 

as a nurse in a military hospital. It was an experience that never left him.  
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James Vincent was described by contemporaries as having an “honesty of purpose and gentleness of 

character” to which should be added a burning sense of social justice, a personality trait which became all 

too apparent in the years following the war. He strongly believed in the power of education and fully 

supported the town’s mission of building a college accepting of all people, regardless of gender or race. 

But he drew the line when it came to mixing private and public funding. Tabor’s elementary school was 

funded by the school district and welcomed any child at no cost since it was a public institution. But if 

any students wanted to continue their studies into high school, their only option was enrolling in Tabor 

College’s preparatory school, known as “the academy.” Since the academy was the equivalent of a 

secondary school, Tabor’s school board applied county revenue to its operation while at the same time 

allowing the school to charge tuition. The Vincent family had three sons enrolled and the financial burden 

smarted—James publically questioned the practice and refused to back down when he butted heads with 

town fathers. Vincent took his complaint to court and Tabor’s school board was ordered to use district 

funds for a public tuition-free facility. The town agreed and constructed a new four-room brick building 

on Center Street in 1876, supporting both primary and secondary grades. 

 

James and Mary Vincent raised five sons (two others had died as infants), structuring the family on a 

foundation of religion, education and social responsibility. Recalling his upbringing, Vincent’s son 

Leopold wrote that he and his brothers “inherited the dominating spirits of both parents respecting public 

abuses and favoring helpfulness for the underprivileged.” In line with that credo, the family took in 

several young girls from poor families over the years and raised them to adulthood. The Vincent brothers 

would later joke that the young ladies might have been invited into the family circle as a civilizing 

influence on the rambunctious boys. 

 

 The family was industrious in all things. Vincent earned a living through farming but was also a cabinet 

maker and carpenter, skills he passed to his sons. Looking to the future, he built a wood frame house to 

replace the sod shanty and maintained 240 acres of land west of the Nishnabotna River. For a time he 

worked in the Fremont County Treasurer’s office but his true love was writing and he regularly 

contributed editorials to local and national newspapers. When conducting business in Glenwood or 

Sidney, he could often be found in newspaper workrooms watching the operation of printing presses. 

 

The decade of the 1870s were grim years for many Americans because of an economic depression that 

ushered in years of failing businesses, falling wages and widespread unemployment. Many family farms 

struggled and land was lost when banks called in loans which could not be paid due to falling commodity 

prices. In response to what became a world-wide economic downturn, a spirit of populism rippled through 

the country spurring Vincent to begin what would become the signature accomplishment of his life: the 

publication his own newspaper supporting the cause of the common man. The new weekly was called the 

Nonconformist and debuted on July 24
th
, 1879. It was to become Tabor’s first successful newspaper, 

published with the help of Vincent’s sons Henry and Leopold on a small press in the “shop,” a lean-to 

connected to family’s home.  

 

As was common in the 19
th
 century, most 

newspapers were openly partisan and there was 

never any doubt where the Nonconformist stood. 

James Vincent saw himself as a general officer 

waging a war of words against the “money 

class” who he believed controlled big business, 

the railroads, and banks at the expense of small 

landowners, reducing them, in his view, to a 

state of “degrading servitude.”  He also took 

aim at the ruling Republican Party who Vincent 

said supported laws that tightened the money 
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supply making it hard for common workers and farmers to pay debts and   borrow. Vincent’s new paper 

would have been considered inflammatory and most certainly put him on a collision course with Tabor’s 

conservative founders, most of whom were early and sustaining supporters of the Party of Lincoln. As 

one of many populist newspapers in the United States, the Nonconformist struck a chord and steadily 

increased its circulation—papers were not only mailed throughout the country but subscriptions were 

accepted from Europe, Asia and Africa. The demand for the newspaper soon outstripped the capabilities 

of the hometown enterprise and in 1886 the paper relocated to Winfield, Kansas—the publication would 

henceforth be managed by Vincent’s sons Cuthbert, Henry and Leopold. 

 

James and his wife remained in Tabor on the “old homestead” until Mary’s death in 1887, caused by a 

flash fire in her kitchen; afterwards, the old man spent most of his time traveling between the homes of 

his sons. The last year of his life was spent in Shenandoah with his son and namesake, James, Jr. 

Pneumonia claimed the life of James Vincent on December 2, 1899, and after a well attended service in 

the Congregational Church, he was buried next to Mary in the Tabor Cemetery. 

 

Describing himself as a “growler by instinct,” Vincent penned a farewell letter to Tabor shortly before his 

death where he described his admiration and respect for the town and its founders, particularly Reverend 

Todd and George Gaston: “Believe me my friends, I carry away with me none but the kindest feelings for 

you all and the most grateful remembrances when thinking of the most loving feelings which were 

manifested years back. And as to differences, why think of them?”  

 

 

 

 

Yesterday and Today 

 

 

 

 

Waubonsie Ave (J10 road) looking west toward the 

Bateman farm from Tabor, in 1910 (left) and 2019 
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 Keep it Brief! 

 

 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

On July 22
nd

 Tabor Historical Society 

members Chuck Douglass (center) and Bob 

Benton (left) inspected the south porch of the 

John Todd home with Pinnacle 

Construction’s Brian Erickson in preparation 

for planned   restoration to the landmark 

home’s south porch and foundation. The 

Todd home has undergone several extensive 

rennovations since 2016, including the 

elevation of the north foundation and 

installation of a new roof. The south porch 

project is slated to begin in the spring of 

2020.  

The Tabor Historical Society maintains a 

collection of documents related to the family of 

Martha Atkins, wife of the Reverend John Todd. 

During a recent inventory it was discovered that 

some of the papers belonged to her father 

Quintus F. Atkins and his work as 

superintendent of road construction around 

Ohio’s Maumee River. The papers included 

survey reports, maps, and contractor bids 

written between 1823-32. The collection was 

offered to the Rutherford B. Hayes 

Presidential Library in Fremont, Ohio, which 

gratefully accepted the gift, now part of 

museum’s collection of early Ohio history. 

Seen at right is a survey map of the river. 
   

No artifact too small! A recent donation to 

the society is a tube cigarette lighter 

originally given to customers of Tabor’s 

Ruse Transfer and Oil Company. It was 

manufactured by the Brown and Bigelow 

Company in St. Paul, Minnesota—likely in 

the late 1940s.  The company specialized 

in promotional merchandise which they 

referred to “remembrance advertising.” 
   


