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Abstract:  

Family on The Frontier was written to offer a glimpse into one family’s journey to 

western Wisconsin. The family that was looked at was the Hewitt family, who traveled to from 

England in the early 1840s, and made a life in Augusta, Wisconsin. The paper also looks at the 

different waves of immigration and migration of settlers into the United States, and 

subsequently, the Wisconsin area, beginning in the early 1800s continuing through the next 

three-hundred years.  There was a great variety of people who came to Wisconsin, coming from 

several countries around the world, and states around the nation. The paper was written with 

the use of census data, land records, and family records, along with various secondary works detailing 

the movements into the state of Wisconsin.  



2 

 

 

 

 

 

 

To  

First and foremost; Fern Marie Smith, my grandmother, and my inspiration.  

Thank you for your never ending love and support.  

Also 

My Aunt, Norma Sieg, and cousins Bonnie Michaels, and Judy Berg 

 I would never have been able to do this without your support 



3 

 

Contents  

LIST OF ILLISTRATIONS ………………………………………………………………………….. 4 

Chapters 

 Introduction ………………………………………………………………………………. 5 

 Leaving Home and 

 the Settlement of the Wisconsin ..……………………………………………… 7 

 The Hewitts ……………………………………………………………………………….. 11  

Conclusion …………………………………………………………………………………………….. 20    

Works Cited …………………………………………………………………………………………... 24 

 
 

 

 

 

 



4 

 

LIST OF ILLISTRATIONS 

 

Figure                   Page 

1. Neva M Hewitt ……………………………………………………………………………………………….   6 

2. Robert Ostergren,  The Advancement of Settlement in Wisconsin ……………….….   8 

3.    John C. Hudson, Isaac Lee’s 1820 map of landholdings at Prairie du Chien ......   10 

4.  Hewitt Farm in Paythorne, England ………………………………………………………………..   13 

5.    John Hewitt Family ..………………………………………………………………………………………   19 

6.    Descendants of Henry Hewitt ……………….……………………………………………………….   22



5 

 

Introduction 

The topic of genealogy has always been of interest to me. The idea of knowing where, 

and from whom we came from can give a sense of comfort and of being grounded; it is in this 

spirit that this paper is written. The idea for this paper came to me after my grandmother, Fern 

Smith, and I were having an afternoon chat about her growing up on the Barka family farm 

outside of Augusta, Wisconsin. She told me about how they used to have large family picnics 

and dinners in the front yards, where family and friends would come over to eat and socialize.  

She remembered her grandmother, Cora Sawyer Hewitt, who also lived in rural Augusta, 

coming over for visits. It was during our discussion of Cora that my grandmother told me about 

my namesake, Caroline Chase Sawyer, Cora’s mother. She proceeded to tell me about 

Caroline’s origins in New York, and that the rocking chair that resides in my grandmother’s 

bedroom once belonged to her great-grandmother, Caroline Sawyer.  

After we had discussed Caroline and her travels to Wisconsin from Stockholm, New 

York, she asked me if I had known that some of our relations had actually migrated to 

Wisconsin directly from England.  She was referring to the Hewitts, who had immigrated to 

Wisconsin beginning with Henry Hewitt in 1842 from Paythorne, Lancashire, England.1  

My grandmother proceeded to pull a large white cardboard file box out of her 

overstuffed closet. This box was almost overflowing with pictures documenting our family’s 

long history in Wisconsin. These pictures originally belonged to my grandmother’s mother, 

Neva Hewitt Barka. Grandma and her sister, Aunt Norma, said that Neva could never throw 

                                                           
1
 Fern Smith, interview by author, written notes, Osseo, WI, 10 March 2008.  
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anything away, especially not letters or photographs.2 It was these black and white and sepia 

toned faces that truly piqued my interest in our family’s history in Wisconsin. I wondered at 

why my ancestors had traveled so far, what their life was like, what they did for a living, and if 

their situation similar to others on the frontier of Wisconsin and the surrounding Midwest. 

These are the topics that this paper will focus on: my family’s experience in relation to 

the thousands of others who made similar trips to Wisconsin throughout the nineteenth and 

twentieth centuries. To do this I examined the careful records gathered through the years by 

my relatives, and utilized the memories of my grandmother and great-aunt. To gain a better 

perspective on the individual family history, I will also be looking at the settlement of Wisconsin 

and the Midwest and the transformation that occurred with the influx of peoples into the area 

during the frontier years. I will look at several secondary sources that examine the Midwest and 

particular communities in Wisconsin that would mirror those found in Eau Claire County. 

**************************** 
Figure 1. Neva M. Hewitt, on her 21

st
 birthday, in Augusta, Wisconsin 

 

 

 

 

 
 
 
      Source: Fern Smith 

                                                           
2
  Norma Sieg, interview by author, Augusta WI, written notes, 18 March 2008.  
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Leaving Home and the Settlement of Wisconsin 

Wisconsin and the Midwest in the mid 1800s was an attractive place for the millions of 

people who came to carve out a new life in the wilderness. Not only did people come from 

nations all over the world, but also from all over the already settled areas of the United States, 

New England and New York in particular. They came first to the areas of the Ohio River valley, 

Michigan, Illinois, and Eastern and Southern Wisconsin; they then traveled west into Minnesota 

and further on into the Dakotas. In Wisconsin they settled first in places like Prairie du Chien, 

Milwaukee, Racine, Green Bay, Neenah, and many other cities, now developed, along the 

eastern side of Wisconsin, and then expanded into the territory exponentially during the late 

nineteenth and early twentieth centuries.3  

Those who left the civilized East, left for a variety of reasons. One of the main reasons 

was that there were unparalleled opportunities to be had for anyone brave enough to go 

beyond the known world and make a decent living. When talking about Trempealeau County, 

Wisconsin, Jane Pederson writes, “Whether the settlers were transplanted New Englanders, 

Norwegians, Germans, or Swiss, land tempted them to the Trempealeau frontier.”4 The same 

can be said for the entire state of Wisconsin and the Midwest.  

The history of immigration in the United States is often described as taking place in four 

waves: the first during the colonial period and through the Revolution, the second during the 

                                                           
3
  Robert C. Ostergren, “The Euro-American Settlement of Wisconsin, 1830-1920,” in Wisconsin Land and Life ed. 

Robert C. Ostergren and Thomas R. Vale (Madison:  University of Wisconsin Press, 1997), 140. 

4
  Jane Pederson, Between Memory and Reality: Family and Community in Rural Wisconsin, 1870-1970 (Madison: 

University of Wisconsin Press, 1992), 18. 
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mid-nineteenth century, the third happening around the turn of the century, and the final 

beginning in the 1960’s through the present date. Early immigration to Wisconsin can be seen 

in a similar manner. The settlement of Wisconsin began during America’s second wave, and 

appeared to slow towards the beginning of the twentieth century. Wisconsin’s settlement really 

started to take off during the 1830s, with the exception of the lead mining frontier in the 

southwest corner which had thousands coming to mine the minerals temporarily.5  

**************************************** 
Figure 2. The Advancement of settlement in Wisconsin 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

    
Source: Robert Ostergren, The Euro-American Settlement of Wisconsin, 1830-1920, 138. 
 

**************************************** 

As shown in the map above, the land in southern Wisconsin became the first areas to be 

settled, as the land that was mined for lead, also contained some of the most fertile soil in the 

                                                           
5
  Ostergren, Euro-American Settlement, 139. 
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state. The cultivation of wheat was ideal for this area, and the efforts of the early settlers soon 

poised Wisconsin as one of the leading wheat-producing regions in the nation during the period 

of 1840-1850.6 This took place however after the 1830’s when Wisconsin had been opened up 

for further settlement through the process of treaties removing the Native American who 

originally inhabited the area. Also, the process of speculating and surveying the land by federal 

authorities, and the opening of land offices in Mineral Point, Green Bay, and Milwaukee; all of 

this was done by 1839.7    

According to geographer John C. Hudson, speculating, had “become big business” in 

places in the east like New York State. “Whenever a substantial amount of land was opened to 

white settlement there was typically a rush to establish various named sites around the 

countryside where investments might be made.”8 In order to survey a town, speculators would, 

in the area in question, stake out all of the streets and specified lots, name the town, and 

record it all on plat map of the “would-be” town. They were called speculators because no one 

could really guarantee that the town that was drawn out would actually become a reality and 

prosper.9     

 

 

                                                           
6
 Ibid., 140. 

7
 Ibid. 

8
  John C. Hudson “The Creation of Towns in Wisconsin,” in Wisconsin Land and Life, ed Robert C. Ostergren, and 

Thomas R. Vale, (Madison: University Wisconsin Press, 1997), 202. 

9
 Ibid.  
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The areas first settled in Wisconsin were primarily speculated and settled by American 

pioneers derived from “Old Yankee Stock” originating from New England and upstate New 

York.10 The rapidness of the migration is attributed to the proximity of the Great Lakes and 

water routes that connected them. The “Yankee migration was far more rapid –only a few 

weeks—and far less arduous than for either southern migrants or European immigrants.”11  

The second wave of immigration for Wisconsin that occurred during the 1850s, 

continuing until the outbreak of the Civil war, coincided with the arrival of millions of European 

immigrants to America. The immigrants who came to Wisconsin at this time mirrored those 

coming into New York City at the time. There were: Germans (being the largest group in 

Wisconsin), Poles, Scandinavians, Swiss, Dutch, Czechs, and Slovenes, to name a few 

nationalities.12 These newcomers combined with the movement of the Yankees, in advancing 

the frontier to the Wisconsin, La Crosse, Black, Trempealeau, Chippewa and St. Croix rivers. This 

new frontier also introduced Wisconsin as a new leader in timber as another valuable resource. 

The third wave is described by Robert Ostergren as a “filling-in process” where those 

coming from the immigrant surge after the War, began to take the land that was left over from 

the previous waves.13 There was also new land to settle however, as the cutover lands from the 

great pine forests were open for settlement. Agriculture began slowly in this area because of 

                                                           
10

  Ostergren, Euro-American Settlement, 151. 

11
  Susan Gray, The Yankee West: Community Life on the Michigan Froniter, (Chapel Hill: University of North 

Carolina Press, 1996), 11. 

12
  Ostergren, Euro-American Settlement, 150. 

13
  Ibid., 142. 
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the opening of Minnesota and the Dakotas and the western frontier.14 News of the fertile land 

westward coupled with the failing wheat crops in Wisconsin in the late 1870s and 1880s, also 

contributed to the hesitation of agricultural settling of the cutover.15 

With the coming of the twentieth century, Wisconsin was, for the most part, fully 

settled, with the new wave of immigrants filling in the leftover spaces pushing further 

northward into areas around Ashland, Superior and the Iron Range.16 This area was part of the 

vast “never-ending forests”, which eventually ran out. The period that followed for the 

Wisconsin north was marked mostly with the mining of iron ore. This last area was not 

specifically agricultural, though it was promoted extensively as such in the 1890s, however, 

farming in this area was unsustainable, and by the 1920s many had abandoned their farms for 

better opportunities elsewhere.17 

THE HEWITTS 

 Both situations, the immigrant and internal migrant, exemplify my own family’s 

experience. By examining family stories and genealogy records, it can be presumed that my 

family’s ancestors followed a very similar, if not the exact settlement pattern. One branch, the 

Sawyers, migrated from upstate New York, and the other, the Hewitts, emigrated from England.  

                                                           
14

 Ibid. 

15
  Pederson, Between Memory, 63. 

16
  Ostergren, Euro-American Settlement, 143. 

17
 Ibid., 143.  
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The first of the Hewitts to make the journey west across the Atlantic Ocean was Henry 

Hewitt. Henry was the born in 1814 to Henry and Millicent Hewitt in Yorkshire, England. Henry 

was the eldest son; he had six siblings, three of which followed him to the United States. 

According to the personal papers of William A. Brehm Jr., a distant cousin, who has also 

been working on our family tree, Henry was a Quaker farmer who married a Mary Proctor in 

England. Together they had five children, two of which were born in England, while the rest 

were born in the United States.18 In 1842, Henry sailed to America with Mary, and two children, 

Mary and Henry Jr., and eventually settled and purchased a farm in Racine County in 1846; 

coinciding with the first rush into Wisconsin.19 

***************************************** 
Figure 4. Hewitt Farm in Paythorne, England 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 
Source: Fern Smith 
***************************************** 

                                                           
18 Brehm, William A., “Henry Hewitt”, 1997. (Photocopy),  In possession of the author. 

19
 Ibid. 
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Two years later Henry moved to Kaukauna, Wisconsin, and received a contract to 

construct a dam and canal in Kaukauna. In return for this dam and canal, Henry received the 

rights for the lumber which he then logged for the construction project and sold to other 

settlers in the area.20 This was the beginning of the Hewitt name in the lumber business.  

Henry never settled further west than Wisconsin, and prospered significantly.  The American 

dream definitely touched on Henry Hewitt, who in the twenty years after immigrating to 

Wisconsin had amassed a relatively respectable fortune. A fortune respectable enough to be 

able to send his son Henry Jr. to Lawrence Institute, now Lawrence University, in Appleton, 

Wisconsin, and was able to keep his son out of the American Civil War by paying someone to 

fight in his place.21 

 In 1854, Henry moved his family to Menasha where Henry continued to prosper as a 

contractor for canals and dams, as well as gaining a contract to build the Manitowoc railroad. 

He also became involved with several Menasha businesses during the 1850s, “including a 

general store, a woolen mill, a flouring mill, a saw mill, and a pail factory.”22 The outbreak of the 

Civil War also contributed to Henry’s wealth, as the demand for wool, flour, and wood greatly 

increased. Even after the war Henry continued to prosper, becoming a silent partner in the 

Bank of Neenah, and investing in the Fox-Wisconsin Rivers Improvement Company.23 

                                                           
20

 Ibid. 

21
 Norman H. Clark, Mill Town; A Social History of Everett, Washington, from Its Earliest Beginnings on the Shores of 

Puget Sound to the Tragic and Infamous Event Known (Seattle: University of Washington Press, 1972), 19. 

22
 Brehm, William A., “Henry Hewitt”, 1997. (Photocopy), In possession of the author. 

23
 Ibid. 
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Henry Jr. also created quite a name for himself as a co-founder and planner of the city of 

Everett, Washington.24 Unfortunately for Henry Jr., the original attempt at founding a thriving 

city which would serve as a New York City for the west coast, failed miserably during the 

financial panic of 1893. Wealthy investors pulled out of Henry Jr’s. ambitious plan, and the 

greatest investor of Everett, the great John D. Rockefeller replaced Henry with Charles Colby as 

the president of the Everett Land Company.25 Though Henry Jr. did not exactly do well in 

Everett, the city still saw fit to name one of its major streets after him, and he did prosper in 

other business ventures.26 

As stated before, Henry Sr. was the first Hewitt sibling to come across the Atlantic from 

Paythorne. Henry’s sister Jane, along with her husband William Proctor, eventually settled in 

the Arcadia area with their children around 1856. Before Jane, however, the youngest Hewitt 

son, Joseph, followed his older brother’s example and came to America in April of 1843, at the 

age of twenty years old. Joseph appeared to have followed his older brother, first settling in 

Chicago and working on the Illinois Canal, one can assume, along with his brother, and 

afterwards moved to Yorkville, in Racine County and became a farmer. Later in 1848, when 

Henry became involved in the plans to connect the Great Lakes to the Mississippi, Joseph also 

tagged along with his big brother and family.27  

                                                           
24

 Clark, Mill Town, 30. 

25
 Ibid., 31. 

26
 Dr. James Warren, “Everett’s founder had $400,000 to spend” Seattle Post-Intelligencer, 1985. 

27
 Judy Berg, “Thoughts from Judy Berg: Descendants of Joseph Hewitt”, (Photocopy), In possession of the author. 
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It was in Kaukauna where Joseph seemed to come into his own and set himself apart 

from his more ambitious brother. According to the 1850 Brown County Census, Joseph is 

recorded to have farmed in Kaukauna Township near his brother Henry. It is in this census that 

their brother John is first mentioned in public records; he was listed as a merchant living with 

Henry and his family at the time of the census.28  

It was in Kaukauna where Joseph met and married Mary Rouse, who was born in 

Prussia, in 1850. While farming in Kaukauna, Joseph and Mary had three children: Jane in late 

1850, James in 1851, and John in 1853. Misfortune, however, struck the happy family, when 

three days after the birth of John Mary died of complications from child birth.29  

In the December after John’s birth Joseph was remarried to Harriett Forster, a fellow 

Brit born in Dighton, Yorkshire, England in 1830.30 The marriage took place in Appleton, 

Wisconsin, yet the couple lived in Kaukauna and continued to farm, as shown in the 1860 

Outagamie Census records. Joseph’s estate was valued at $1200, and he and Harriett had also 

added three more children to the family by 1860: Caroline, Henry, and Millicent.31 

The following year Joseph moved his family out of Kaukauna and Outagamie County. In 

1861 they left for Scott’s Valley, Otter Creek Township in Eau Claire County (outside of Augusta 

                                                           
28

 United States of America, Bureau of the Census. Seventh Census of the United States, Brown County, Wisconsin, 

1850. Washington, D.C.: National Archives and Records Administration, 1850. M432 _994, 75, 149. 

29
 Judy Berg, “Thoughts from Judy Berg: Descendants of Joseph Hewitt”, (Photocopy), p. 1,  In possession of the 

author. 

30
 Neva Hewitt Barka, “Born in England”, personal papers, (Photocopy), In  possession of the author. 

31
 United States of America, Bureau of the Census. Eighth Census of the United States, 1860, 

Kaukauna, Outagamie, Wisconsin. Washington, D.C.: National Archives and Records Administration, 1860. 

M653_1424, 554, 560. 
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Wisconsin). Joseph is shown to have owned portions of Section 16 of Otter Creek Township in 

1871.32 The records also show that Joseph owned ten horses, twenty-five sheep, twelve swine, 

two wagons/carriages, $25.00 of other property; all totaling to about $786.00.33 

While in Otter Creek, Joseph and Harriett went on to have five more children: Nancy, 

Harriett, Mary, Agnes, and Albert. They continued to farm until 1891, when they moved to the 

city of Augusta and left the farming to their sons. 34 After Joseph’s death in May of 1907, Harriet 

moved in with their daughter Agnes and her husband, Ed Horton, in Bridge Creek. Harriett lived 

with them until her own death in 1923; this is corroborated by the 1920 census, which shows 

Harriet as a member of the Horton household, along with Olive Pew, Agnes and Ed’s niece.35  

Of Joseph’s eleven children, most stayed in the Augusta/Eau Claire area, or in Wisconsin, 

with the exceptions of Caroline, Millicent, and Nancy, who all moved out of state.  According to 

Judy Berg’s records, Joseph’s sons, James and John, each bought adjoining sections of land, 

sections fifteen and twenty-two, near their father’s farm in 1874, this is corroborated by the 

Eau Claire county plat map showing John and James owning land connected to their father’s.36  

Five years later John married the neighbor girl, Cora Sawyer. Cora was the daughter of John and 

                                                           
32

 Eau Claire County, Wisconsin. Real Estate Assessment Roll, Otter Creek, 1871. Eau Claire Series 5, box 11, Vol. 10. 

Area Research Center, University Wisconsin-Eau Claire. 

33
 Ibid. 

34
 Berg, “Thoughts”. 

35
 United States of America, Bureau of the Census. Fourteenth Census of the United States, 1920, Bridge Creek, Eau 

Claire, Wisconsin. Washington, D.C.: National Archives and Records Administration, 1920. T625_1983, 20B, 113, 

1051. 

36
 Berg, “Thoughts”; State Historical Society of Wisconsin Archives and Manuscripts. Archives Map # 108, sheet 5. 

Area Research Center, University Wisconsin-Eau Claire. 
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Carolyn Sawyer, who migrated to the Otter Creek area from Stockholm, New York, in 1867 

when Cora was age nine. According to family lore and Caroline’s obituary, the family first 

traveled by boat through the Great Lakes, then “…drove to Eau Claire Co. in an emigrant wagon, 

it being a wilderness all through, then settled on a farm in the town of Otter Creek…”.37  

John and Cora continued to farm, and had seven children: Earl, J.L., Iva, Raymond, 

Elmer, Neva, and Emery. John and Cora continued to farm until December of 1912, almost two 

years after the death of their son, Elmer, when the farm was traded and John himself died 

suddenly.38  

Most of John and Cora’s children carried on the farming tradition by either farming 

themselves or marrying farmers. Earl became a local veterinarian and married Minnie LaHundra 

in 1908. Minnie and Earl were the center of family scandal for a time. Fern Smith recalled that 

Minnie was a nurse, which helped to feed her drug addiction. This, it is assumed, led to Minnie 

and Earl’s subsequent divorce and Minnie’s death due to overdose.39  

J.L. married Theresa Zell in 1918, and they had one daughter, Wilma. Iva married Frank 

Crowe in 1910, and subsequently had five children: Adelbert, Elwin, Agatha, Donovan, and 

Norman. Raymond married Eva Pope in 1919; three children resulted from this union: Lovice, 

Douglass, and Janice. Emery married Valerie Jean in 1940; there were no children for Emery and 

Valerie.  

 

                                                           
37

 “Obituary: Mrs. Caroline Sawyer,” Tri-County News, 1921. 

38
 Berg, “Thoughts.” 

39
 Smith, Interview, (9 April, 2008). 
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****************************************** 
Figure 5. The John Hewitt Family:  

    (left to right standing: Raymond, J.L, Neva, Iva; seated left to right: John, Cora, Earl, Elmer and Emery) 

 

Source: Fern Smith. 
 

**************************************** 

Neva married later in life, in 1925 at age 32. She married Frederick Barka, son of German 

immigrants, John and Eva (Zellmer) Barka, on May 24, 1925. Fred was also older, being fourteen 

years older than Neva. Neva and Fred farmed nearby the area where Neva had grown up. The 

farm was in Thompson Valley, on Barka Road.  

Fred and Neva had four children total: Warren born in 1926, Fern in 1928, Allen Robert 

(Bobby) in 1930, and Norma in 1931. Both sisters remember good times growing up, and it 
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sounds as though the Barka household was a busy one. Norma and Fern both recall family get-

togethers often held at the Barka farm in the summer time. “All the family would come over for 

dinner, I was very young, and I don’t even remember who exactly, but it was a lot of people.”40 

Fern also recalled that they threw birthday dinners as well at the Barka farm. She remembered 

specifically the one that they threw for her Grandma Barka’s eighty-third birthday.41  

Both sisters recalled a hilarious story regarding one of the distinct Hewitt family 

trademarks. While it appears that longevity is on the Hewitt’s side, the family goes deaf in their 

old age. Norma recalled the occasions that her grandmother, Cora, and her aunt, Della, would 

sit down and have long conversations. This was a challenge as they were both very hard of 

hearing and neither had an actual hearing aid; instead they used a variation of an ear trumpet. 

The speaker would talk into the mouthpiece that was connected to a tube, the listener would 

put this tube to her ear. After the speaker had finished what she had to say, they would switch 

and the listener would then respond. This is how they would sit and have their conversations.42 

CONCLUSION 

Warren, Norma, and Fern all went on to marry and have children and grandchildren of 

their own, as did those relatives bearing the Hewitt name continuing on with their parents’, 

grandparents’, and great-grandparents’ legacy. This is also the legacy of the thousands of 

                                                           
40

 Fern Smith, interview by author, 9 April 2008, Osseo, written notes. in possession of the author. 

41
 Ibid. 

42
  Seig, Interview.  
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settlers who came to Wisconsin to start new lives, and ultimately tamed the Wisconsin 

wilderness at the same time.  

This legacy continues as the United States enters into a new chapter in its immigration 

history. We now have another wave of immigrants coming into the nation, and, as before, into 

Wisconsin, though this time they are not from the old familiar places. The newcomers are 

coming from places like Mexico, South and Central America, Southeast Asia, and Africa. These 

new neighbors will indeed help to reshape the fabric of America as did the Norwegians, 

Germans, and Poles, of yesteryear following the second and third migration waves. This is proof 

that our world is still constantly changing, and that Wisconsin is also changing and transforming 

with the times, reminding us that we, like our ancestors, must also change along with the times.  

I plan on continuing this legacy through the continuation of my research in to my family 

tree. The knowledge and stories that I have gained from my grandmother and great-aunt have 

inspired me to look into the other branches of the family tree.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



21 

 

 

 Descendants of Henry Hewitt 

Source: Carolyn Smith 
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