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    Introduction


    One of my favorite movies of all time was Somewhere in Time. I loved the way Richard Collier, played by the handsome Christopher Reeve, looked at the portrait of Elise McKenna, played by the beautiful Jane Seymour, in the dimly lit hotel museum. He was totally mesmerized by her.


    I had a similar experience. I went to the local museum as a chaperone with my fourth-grade daughter's school class. There, on a back wall, was the portrait of an older woman dressed in black with ruffles around her neck and a tall ruffly hat perched on her head. She wasn't a beautiful woman like Elise McKenna, but there was something about her that mesmerized me. I wanted to know more.


    The docent told me her name was Rebecca Brown Mitchell. She had started the first church, school, and library in Eagle Rock. That was all she knew about her.


    Six years later, in my Women's Studies class at Idaho State University, I was given the assignment to write a paper on a woman—any woman. I immediately thought of Rebecca Brown Mitchell. This was my chance to find out more about her and fulfill the requirements of my college class.


    I went to the Idaho Falls library and spent hours in the Idaho Room. I found very little. I hunted through books of Idaho history and Idaho's famous people. I did research at the ISU library. I searched census records and finally had enough to write my paper. Many years later, Ancestry and FamilySearch became available. Little by little, I found more bits and pieces. I finally had enough to compile her story into this book.


    Rebecca was a remarkable woman! She was just a typical twenty-three-year-old living a very common life when her world was turned upside down. That is when she became a fighter in her heart. It wasn't until her family was mostly raised that she could become a fighter in action. She overcame hardships and injustices to make life better for those women who followed.


    I have mentioned her name to many people in the town where I live. Even though Rebecca had a profound effect on the community, not one of them has heard of Rebecca Brown Mitchell. That would be okay with Rebecca, but I wonder how a woman who did so much to shape a state and community can be so quickly forgotten. I find it sad that her name isn't even known by its citizens. I hope that after you read this, you will honor her by sharing her story.


    Chapter 1


    An Invitation to Dinner


    Spring 1847


    “Run, Alex! Run!”


    Rebecca jumped off the porch, entirely ignoring the three steps. She ran toward Alex as quickly as her bare feet and long skirt allowed.


    “Why does that chicken coop have to be so far from the house?” she asked herself. She was running as fast as she could, but she knew that it wasn't nearly fast enough when Big Red was chasing her little brother.


    “Come on, Alex! Run a little faster! You can do it, big guy!” She knew Alexander couldn't hear anything she was yelling at him. He was running toward her, screaming at a higher pitch whenever Big Red got another peck on his legs.


    As she closed the distance on Alexander, she could see Eliza running toward him too. Eliza had been weeding the garden when she heard Alexander's screams.


    When Big Red saw both Rebecca and Eliza coming, he quickly stopped, turned, and took off at full speed in the other direction. He was a smart enough rooster to know who he could bully and who he couldn't. He felt big and tough when he tormented little Alex, but it would have been a very foolish bird to think that he could take on two protective sisters.


    Rebecca took Alexander in her arms and held him while Eliza lifted his pants to look at the injuries. Little streams of blood ran down his legs. He cried as his sisters tried to comfort him.


    “Oh, Alex,” said Eliza. “I know how scary Big Red is and how bad it hurts when he's peckin' at your legs. He used to do that to me too. He'll keep doin' it to ya till he knows you're too big to take.”


    “Ya know what, Alex? Today is the last day that rooster is going to be making your little legs bleed. The older that rooster gets, the meaner he gets. He will make a much better stew than just being around here tormenting a three-year-old little boy.”


    Rebecca had a plan that was going to stop that old rooster. Never again would Old Red take a peck out of little Alexander's legs. Never again would he feel the terror of being chased by an ornery old bird.


    *****


    Supper was over. The dishes were washed, dried, and stacked on the shelf. The floor was swept, and everything was in order for when they arose the next morning.


    Father gathered his family around the fire for Bible study. Then they gathered around Mother's bed, and a prayer of thankfulness and then pleading was said.


    Matilda took Samuel to the kitchen for his nightly sponge bath. Elizabeth and Emily helped the little ones get their pajamas on. When they were in their beds, Father came in, tucked the blankets in so tightly they could hardly move, and whispered in their ear, “Sleep tight. Don't let the bedbugs bite.”


    They never knew who would get the bedbugs until someone giggled when Father quickly tickled them under their chin.


    When Father came back down the stairs, Rebecca was waiting for him.


    “Pa, I want to take care of Big Red one final time,” said Rebecca after the other children had gone to bed.


    Pa knew all about the incident. Rebecca had seen Alexander rush to Pa as he approached the house from the fields. The little boy showed his father his injuries and told him all about how Big Red had attacked him. She had seen Pa wipe away his tears, give him a hug, then pick him up and walk with him to the house.


    “We don't need that big ornery rooster. He does us no good. It isn't right that Alexander can't be out in the barnyard without having to always look over his shoulder. It is time we invited that rooster for dinner, but not as a guest!”


    Pa chuckled at his daughter's humor. “You are right, Rebecca. We have put up with Red far too long. I will take care of it tomorrow.”


    “If you don't mind, Pa, I would like to take care of it tonight.”


    “If that is what you want, who am I to argue with a get-it-done young woman like you?” Pa laughed. He knew Rebecca had a plan, and he may be better off not knowing what it was.


    A little later, as the full moon rose over the rural Illinois landscape, Rebecca crept out to the chicken coop. Each hen had its own place to nest. She knew Big Red would be on the very top perch, surrounded by his hens. She also knew that silence was the key to capturing Big Red. He was a mean old rooster, but he was very protective of his girls. It would be difficult for a fox or opossum to get past him to one of his hens.


    Rebecca waited a couple of minutes for her eyes to adjust to the darkness. She carefully eased open the door of the coop so there would be no squeaking to awaken the chickens. Then slowly, very slowly, she made her way to where Big Red was sleeping. When she got to him, she quickly grabbed him by both legs. The chicken coop jumped alive!


    Big Red began squawking! His wings were flapping all over the place! Rebecca thought her ears would pop from the loud noise of the squawking hens! They didn't know who their predator was, and they would try to scare it out of their house by making all the noise they could.


    Rebecca quickly turned Big Red upside down and took him out of the chicken coop. Within a couple of minutes, the noise and flapping of wings had slowed, and Rebecca could easily handle this mean old rooster. The light of the moon reflected the colors off his wings.


    “How can you be so beautiful and so ugly at the same time?” Rebecca asked the old rooster. “Why can't you just mind your business and leave poor little Alex alone? But no. That just won't work for you, will it, Red? Well, now you get what you deserve!”


    With that final goodbye, Rebecca put Big Red's head on the chopping block, and in one swipe, the dinner invitation was issued.


    The next night, Big Red joined them for dinner. Rebecca had to cook the tough old bird a little longer than she had to boil the young hens. Potatoes, carrots, and onions from the cellar were added to make a delicious stew.


    The children gathered around the table, and then Father said grace. Rebecca scooped the stew into each bowl. They passed the bowls down the table until each person had the hot, steamy stew in front of them. Then they began to eat. They helped themselves to the warm biscuits that were placed in the center of the table.


    “This is so delicious, Rebecca,” said Emily. The others quickly agreed, but it was the sparkle in Alexander's eye that pleased Rebecca the most. Big Red's final moment was truly one of goodness and enjoyment!


    Chapter 2


    Sweet and Juicy Apples


    September 1847


    It was Rebecca's job to take care of the cooking and cleaning and the needs of the younger children. She would also spin the wool into thread and use it to weave fabric for their clothing. When winter was approaching, she would spin a heavy, thick thread, almost like yarn, and use it to weave fabric for coats for those who had outgrown last year's winter coat but didn't fit into a hand-me-down yet. It was a lot of responsibility for a fourteen-year-old, but it was the way things had to be.


    Samuel was now eight months old. It was a difficult birth for both Mother and Samuel. She struggled to recover. She had some good days when Rebecca had hope that she would get better, but most days it seemed like she was losing ground.


    Mother was a strict woman with high expectations. She continually reminded her children that it was not her job to take care of them. She said that her job was to teach her children how to do things, and then they could take care of themselves and each other. Everyone needed to be a contributor, no matter their size or age.


    Mother had spent much of her time teaching her children how to run the household by taking care of all the needs of a farm family. As the older children left home to start their own lives, the younger siblings took over their jobs.


    In spite of her strictness, no one doubted that she loved her children dearly.
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