Book Reviews

The Whitley Point Record Book: The Justice of the Peace Docket Book, Estray List and Country Store
Record of the Earliest Settlement in Moultrie County, Illinois

By R. EpeN MaRTIN. Chicago: R. Eden Martin, 1996. Pp. xv, 339, $35. (Order from: Sullivan
Community Education Foundation, News Progress, 100 West Monroe Street, Sullivan, IL 61951.)

Mouitrie County is located in east central Illinois,
due west of Charleston. Within its boundaries is
Whitley Point, a very early Illinois settlement
where a single four-hundred-page record book
containing judicial, store, livestock, and loan
information from 1834 to about 1850 was creat-
ed. The four parts of the record book are divided
into a judicial docket book, estray list, a store
record, and mortgages and bounty payments.
Three-quarters of the record are judicial pro-
ceedings from 1835 to 1850, which is significant
because it is one of a very few surviving judicial
records of early Illinois. The store record covers
1845 to 1846, with fragments dated between 1337
and 1838. This, too, is rare, since few pre-Civil
War store accounts are presently extant.

Author R. Eden Martin’s objective is to pre-
serve the record book and to share its historical
significance in the peopling of Illinois and in
general American frontier development. On
both counts, The Whitley Point Record Book has
information to offer. The work is carefully
grounded in such appropriate sources as early
title maps, state maps, surveyor field notes,
gazetteers, and atlases. Excellent illustrations not
only enhance the value of the narrative and the
presentation of the record book, but also they
provide the reader with clear and expertly ren-
dered views of local history and its setting in state
history.

The book is divided into two parts, The firsc
offers an understanding of the historic roots of
the settlers and of the judicial principles that
help give meaning to the record book that fol-
lows. The author edited the record book “to
make the printed text conform to the original”
(page 24}. Original spelling—including errors—
crossed-out words, and variants in the spelling of
names have been retained and noted.
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The author’s command of local history and
his understanding of Illinois® early judicial struc-
ture greatly enhance the value of this volume.
Terms are clearly defined, relationships among
various levels of judicial authority are clarified,
and readers are wreated to an intelligible expla-
nation of English common law practices, without
a sacrifice of content,

The first part is so well executed that the read-
er fquickly understands that justices of the peace
wielded much local power in pre-Civil War
Illinois, especially in the realm of debt payment
When “the vast majority of these civil cases were
common law action . . . actions on account, and
action on notes,” and the justices were of the
commercial classes, as they were in Whitley
Point, conflict of interest was clear, and citizens
at the time recognized it (page 39). Still, the
author offers no analysis or insightful commen-
tary on this intriguing local relationship, as he
does on other matters. The reader is also told
about the importance of the record book in rela-
tion to local county history, but exactly what
parts of older histories are valid or invalid as a
consequence of discovering the record book is
not addressed.

A carefully constructed text, The Whitley Point
Record Beok will reward all who desire to learn
about judicial and economic trends in Illinois
prior to the Civil War. Genealogists will appreci-
ate the generous helping of family names, and
historians of Illinois will enjoy reading about pio-
neer considerations related to land, climate, and
development. Although Whitley Point may be
tiny in population, its recorded experiences res-
onate hugely as typical of most frontier Ameri-
cans during the antebellum period.

WiLLiam H. S1LES
University of Hlinois at Springfield
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John Wilkes Booth: A Sister’s Memoir by Asia Booth Clarke
Edited, and with an Introduction, by TERRY ALFORD. Jackson: University Press of Mississippi, 1996. Pp.

xvii, 151. $20.

Assassins occupy a unique niche in history. Their
names and deeds are recorded in infamy, but do
we know, or care to know, who they were to their
families and friends before passing into the
annals of history?

John Wilkes Booth gained a place in history
when he assassinated President Abraham Lincoln
on April 14, 1865. Americans interested in the
Civil War are, no doubt, familiar with Booth'’s
failed plan to kidnap the President in March of
1865, his coconspirators, and his eventual
demise on April 26, 1865, when he was fatally
wounded by a Unien cavalryman. But do most
Americans know about Booth the man? His sis-
ter, Asia Booth Clarke, shares her memories and
chservations of a brother close to her age and of
a similar temperament.

Financial hardships plagued the Booth family
after the death of Junius Brutus Booth in
November of 1852. His widow, Mary Ann, took
her three youngest children to live on a farm in
Maryland. After the chores were completed, Asia
and John enjoyed horseback riding, picnics, and
walks in the woods, talking and sharing their love
of poetry and music. Sharing a strong bond,
each sibling exhibited a passionate and restless
nature. Asia’s memoir reflects her devotion to
her brother, a devotion molded in commonality
of youth and as the prodigy of one of America's
premier theatrical families.

John Wilkes followed in the family tradition,
while Asia married an actor, Jehn Sleeper
Clarke, in 1859. Clarke had success as a comedic

actor in the United States as well as in England,
but he did not prove to be a successful husband,
and Asia suffered, surely remembering her
brother’s warning and opposition to her mar-
riage.

As the slavery issue divided the counury, John
Wilkes Booth’s passionate, velatile nature
focused on his beloved South and its attempt to
preserve its way of life. Politics became the cen-
ter of his attention. Focusing on Lincoln, Booth
planned to do what he could to help the people
of the Scuth. For the rest, Asia wrote, “There is
no more to add. The rest is horror.”

And so it was. The assassination shocked the
Booths as it did all Americans. But the Booths
suffered even more because they were related to
the assassin. Asia’s memoir recounts her personal
grief. Wanting the world to know her brother as
she did, she wrote this reminiscence in 1874 and
lefe the manuscript to friends upon her death in
1888. More than fifty years passed before its first
publication. This new edition—edited by Terry
Alford, an authority on the life of John Wilkes
Booth—contains biographical information, a
family genealogy, and a collection of family let-
ters. Asia Booth Clarke takes the reader inside,
and John Wilkes Booth, the assassin, emerges as
a man—a more total likeness than we have
known before. This admirable book is highly rec-
ommended for all Civil War enthusiasts.

PATRICIA ANN OWENS
Wabash Vatiey Collzge

The Saintly Sconndrel: The Life and Times of Dr. John Cook Bennett
By ANDREW F. SMITH. Urbana; University of Illinois Press, 1997. Pp. xiii, 271, $26.95.

This volume is the full life story of John Cook
Bennett, the man the Mormons love to hate, and
it is the first biography of a person who was one
of this naticn’s most outrageous individuals.
Today, however, if one knows of Bernett at all, it
is because he was a turncoat Mormon during the
Minois period of Mormon history.

Bennett, small in stature, was big on ambition.
His sixty-three years (1804-1867) were crammed
with schemes of all kinds. He was constantly in
motion, craving public recognition and self-pro-
motion. Serially he was involved in medicine,
medical schools, diploma peddling, lecturing,
agriculture, husbandry (especially chickens},
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Mormonism, military affairs, anti-Mormonism,
politics, polygamy, intrigue, exposés, conning,
Strangiteisim, and cockfighting. Bennett was an
accomplished booster, a P. T. Barnum type, mul-
tidimensional and controversial. His life makes
for interesting, if not particularly important,
reading.

Andrew F. Smith has read everything, as his
massive Bibliography actests. He has consulted
not only all the standard secondary sources, but
also all sorts of correspondence, pamphlets,
broadsides, ninety-seven contemporary newspa-
pers, periodicals, theses, dissertations, and many
other primary sources. And the annotation/doc-
umentation is monumental—more than 550
notes! This book will never need to be rewritten.
It is as good as it gets. The author, by the way, is
not an acadamician, rather a free-lance writer
and consultant.

Because of Bennertt's unusual and question-
able Mormon activities, many readers will tend
to skip the first five chapters and pick the story
up at Nauvoo. One word of advice: don’t. This
would be like missing the first ten minutes of the
famous movie The Sting. Bennewt’s pre-Mormon
life is essential to understanding this preposter-
ous person. Without this introduction, it is
impossible even to begin to understand his rela-
tions with Joseph Smith and the Mormons in
Nauvoo. Most students of Illinois history will find
chapters 6 through 19, the Mormon and Illinois
chapters, the most rewarding—but do not skip
the first five!

The Nauvoo chapters attempt to explain how
Bennett wormed his way into the confidence of
the Mormeons and Prophet Jeseph Smith and why
he ended up betraying them all. During but two
years in Nauvoo, this con man became a friend,
confident of, and “assistant president” to Joseph
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Smith—an unprecedented act. He also became
the mayor of Nauvoo, a practicing physician,
chancellor of the University of the City of
Nauvoo, major general of the Nauvoo Legion,
master in chancery for Hancock County, and see-
retary of the Nauvoo Masonic Lodge.

Before long, however, his past caught up with
him, and he was deemed unworthy of his high
offices and was accused of adultery. Bennett
abruptly left Nauvoo and commenced a long
career of exposing Mormonism. All of this is
narrated and analyzed clearly, thoroughly, and
well by the author. The Prophet’s exposé of
Bennett is detailed and compelling—Bennett’s
counterexposé of the Prophet is much too stri-
dent for this reviewer to take at face value, but ig
cannot be dismissed easily.

Mormaons, of course parti pris, will have little
difficulty in seeing Bennett as the devil's advo-
cate, and most of them will never even read the
book. They already know all they need to about
Bennett.

Non-Moermens, following the author’s careful-
ly constructed arguments, will probably view the
varicus exposés as a standoff, or they will consid-
er the Prophet to have just barely won a close
race, They will wonder why a “prophet, seer, and
revelator” was taken in by Bennett in the first
place. Readers will have to decide this for them-
selves, for the author is completely objective, and
while deciding, they might reflect on the fact
that among the original Twelve Apostles, there
was a denying Peter, a doubting Thomas, and a
traiter named Judas.

I highly recommend this work, which is full of
new disclosures about the Nauvoo period. Buy,
read, enjoy!

STANLEY B. KIMBALL
Southern flinois Universily af Edwardsville

The North Western: A History of the Chicago & North Western Railway System
By H. RoGER GRaNT. DeKalb: Northern Illinois University Press, 1996, Pp. x, 294. $49.95.

The North Western was one of four major
Granger lines, the other three being the
Burlington, the Rock Island, and the Milwaukee.
The Galena & Chicago Union Railroad started
construction in 1848, and by 1850 the railread
was open to Elgin, forty-two miles west of

Chicago, and was grossing $1,000 a week.
William Butler Ogden, Chicago’s first mayor, was
president of the short road. Later Ogden built a
line from Chicago north intc Wisconsin, which
would become the Chicago & North Western,
and it would absorb the Galena & Chicago






