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1.  Hello, my name is Dr. Jim Paul.  

 All you need right now is pen and paper.  Please put your phones on “silent mode”.  This 

session will be recorded.  The complete “Antebellum Abolitionists Narrative” with slides will be 

posted on the Bourbonnais Grove Historical Society website under Members/Resources/Local 

History Series/Antebellum Abolitionists Narrative.  Please use this link 

https://bourbonnaishistory.org/resources.  

There are four parts to this course presentation: 1) Introduction/Backgound; 2) 

Presentation by Thomas Durham (1784-1854)—who you see here, arriving in Bourbonnais 

Grove in 1835 with his wife Margaret (1796-1882); 3) interaction with Thomas Durham at his 

farmhouse in 1853; and 4) Conclusion—learn how your companion on this journey addressed 

the issue of slavery and abolition. 

This is the second in a series of courses entitled Local History 101: Making Life-

Changing Decisions in the Kankakee River Valley.  The first course was entitled Potawatomi 

Peril (to 1838).  The next course in the series, Episode 3, is in the planning stage.  It will be The 

Life and Legacy of George Letourneau: from Bourbonnais and Kankakee mayor to Illinois state 

senator—1860-1906.  

These courses will immerse course participants in the gut wrenching decisions of the 

individuals who lived in the Kankakee River Valley.  The purpose of these course programs will 

be to engage the audience in a new way.  The goal is not to have two levels of learning in the 

traditional two planes of narrator-audience, teacher-student, and presenter-audience, but to 

achieve one level in which all parties immerse themselves in the past.  For example, during this 

course program, you will walk in the shoes of Kankakee River Valley residents, and I will 

become Thomas Durham.  You will be compelled to make life-changing decisions in the 1850s. 

https://bourbonnaishistory.org/resources
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2.  In the first part of this course program, you must now assume the identity of a person 

who lived in Kankakee River Valley during the 1850s.  Please pick a number from one to ten.  

[Pause until the number is picked.  Continue after everyone has picked her/his number.]  The 

number you picked represents the person next to the number.  Please pick a name for yourself. 

 

3. No additional narrative for this slide. 
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4. No additional narrative for this slide. 

 

 

5. With your new identity, you are now compelled to make decisions about the Fugitive 

Slave Act which was strengthened by Congress in 1850.  Make your decision by choosing and 

answering one or more of the statements provided here.  Please write down your choices before 

going to the next slide. 
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6. No additional narrative for this slide. 
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7. What follows is my interpretation of events from 1838-60.  I have relied on local 

historian Vic Johnson’s writings and research which include archival notes from Robert Durham 

and Don Saupe, relatives of the Durham-Perry family.  Local historian Adrien Richard stated 

reasons for the meager records of Bourbonnais Grove.  In pp. iv-v of his The Village: a Story of 

Bourbonnais (published in 1975) that "The absence of village documents and records prior to 

1913, reportedly lost in a grocery store fire where the board meeting were held at the turn of the 

century, created a void in the story of Bourbonnais.  Then too, the residents of Bourbonnais, 

apparently satisfied with their township government, waited 45 years (May 13, 1875) before 

acquiring the status of an  incorporated village, so that any form of civic records prior to 

incorporation are as well non-existent.”  One must also bear in mind that any activities related to 

hiding runaway slaves in the Bourbonnais Grove area in the 1850s and 1860s would have been 

kept secret, and no records kept in case a person was accused of this crime. 
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8. No additional narrative for this slide. 

 

 
9. No additional narrative for this slide. 
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10. No additional narrative for this slide. 

 

 
11. No additional narrative for this slide. 

 

 

 



8 
 

 
12. No additional narrative for this slide. 

 

 
13. No additional narrative for this slide. 
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14. No additional narrative for this slide. 

 

 
15. No additional narrative for this slide. 
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16. No additional narrative for this slide. 

 

 
17. No additional narrative for this slide. 
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18. No additional narrative for this slide. 
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19.  Thomas Durham, Jr. (1784-1854) speaks about his life as an abolitionist. 

Long before I came to Bourbonnais Grove in 1834, my family was abolitionist.  I was 

born to Thomas and Arabella Durham on October 1, 1784, just three years after the commander 

of the British Army, Lord Cornwallis, surrendered to General George Washington at Yorktown 

on October 20, 1781. That decisive battle was just a day’s ride from our farm home in Brunswick 

County, Commonwealth of Virginia.  My father, Thomas Durham-Madkins, was born about 

1740 in the commonwealth’s James City County.  He purchased land in Lunenburg County, 

Commonwealth of Virginia on June 10, 1764.  He had just gotten married to Arabella Marrow.  

My paternal grandfather’s surname was Durham, but when he died, my paternal grandmother 

married a Madkins.  When my brothers, Daniel, William, and I married, we used only the 

Durham surname. 

My father joined the Quakers in 1782 at Blackwater Monthly Meeting, and my mother 

joined at the same meeting in 1784.  The first Quakers (or Religious Society of Friends) began 

around 1650 in England, breaking away from the established Church of England.  My Quaker 

tradition emphasized a close relationship with Jesus, reading and studying the Bible, and equality 

of all people.  We emphasize refusal to participate in war, swear oaths, drink alcohol, and 

enslave others.  Therefore, we Quakers support abolition of slavery, prison reform, social justice, 

and philanthropic efforts.  This was the religious and family environment that I was born into. 
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20.  In 1782, the year of his Quaker conversion, my father freed our family’s slaves. He wrote 

“I Thomas Durham Madkins being fully persuaded that freedom is the natural right of all 

mankind . . .[freed] Negroes whom I have held” [From Vic Johnson and Robert Durham’s 

research]. With this proclamation, my father freed Hannah (age 36) and her children Charles 

(17), Dick (16), Bett (14), Beck (13), Peg (11), Jacob (6), Ben (4), and Ann (3). He reserved the 

prerogative of acting as guardian over them until the males reached age 21 and the females 

reached age 18. Father also purchased and freed on November 3, 1792 two near relatives of 

Hannah: Maria (age 13) and Squire Durham (23). Many of these newly freed individuals took the 

family name of Durham. My father died on January 6, 1794 when I was only nine years old. 
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21. No additional narrative for this slide. 

 
22. No additional narrative for this slide. 
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23. No additional narrative for this slide. 
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24. In 1806, our whole Durham family and some of our now free Negro family members 

migrated across the Blue Ridge Mountains into the Great Smoky Mountains of Blount County in 

eastern Tennessee where there was subsistence agriculture and few slave owners. We joined the 

Quaker Newberry Monthly Meeting [Friendsville, Tennessee]. Mother died there on March 2, 

1808. A short while later I fell in love with fifteen-year-old Peggy [Margaret] Wyly. We married 

on October 17, 1811.  James W. was our first born in 1812, followed by Thomas who died in 

1816 at age two. Our daughter Barbara was born in 1816. Peggy is currently pregnant with our 

fourth child. 

Our family was encouraged to travel north by the sermon of the Quaker Zachariah Dix 

which he delivered in 1803 at the Bush River Monthly Meeting in Newberry, North Carolina. He 

stated: 

“O Bush River! Purge thyself. Young men, young women, to you I appeal. The great northwest territory lies over 

the mountains beyond the Ohio River. It is a wild forest. It is a wilderness. From the wigwams of the savage the 

smoke still ascends through the boughs of the trees, but it is a fertile land. It is a land forever dedicated to human 

freedom. There you can make productive fields. There you can make friends with the Red Man. To you I appeal, 

flee to that land. Shake the dust of human bondage from your feet for your own sake and for the sake of your 

children’s children. This system of human slavery will fall. The cup of its iniquity is well-nigh filled. Go to the 

Northwest Territory! Look not behind you into this Sodom of human slavery, for the fires of Heaven shall descend 

upon it and the wrath of the Almighty shall consume it” [springborohistory.org/Quaker migrations/anti-slavery 

sentiments]. 
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25. Heeding this command, our family is now in the newly born [1816] state of Indiana. Our 

Lick Creek community includes a free Negro settlement. This Indiana community is rich in 

hardwood forest, but some of us keep thinking about a move west of the Wabash River. If the 

Illinois Territory constitutional assembly abolishes slavery, many of us would like to settle on its 

fertile prairie. Good day to thee! 

Thy faithful servant, 

Thomas R. Durham 
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26. [The following account is an interpretation of what pioneer and Quaker abolitionist 

Thomas R. Durham might have written in a letter to friends in September 1818.  In 1834, 

Durham would become the first non-Native American to begin a farmstead on land that today is 

known as Perry Farm Park.] 

 My dear friends, 

I hope this letter finds thee enjoying a nice September 1818 day.  I will begin my 

correspondence with our blessed family news.  Just a few weeks ago on August 19, 1818, my 

wife Peggy gave birth to our third living child, Artemacy, in the eastern mountains of Blount 

County, Tennessee.  I was so happy, and could not wait to bring them to our new Durham family 

home in the integrated settlement of Lick Creek, Indiana where my extended family now resides.  

Many former slaves also live here.  Peggy, the baby, and our other two children—six-year-old 

James and two-year-old Barbara—are now with us in Lick Creek. 

I would like to relate to you now the news about the “Illinois question”— will it be a free 

or slave state?  I was eating dinner with my immediate family and my brothers’ and sisters’ 

families when the news from Kaskaskia, capital of the Illinois Territory, arrived.  After dinner, I 

said, “Can thee believe it?  The thirty-three Illinois constitutional assembly legislators met for 

only 21 days from August 3 to 24th and did not abolish slavery in their proposed new state!  

How can we possibly consider a move into a future state of Illinois while such an attitude toward 

human rights exists?  It does not seem that we Quaker abolitionists are destined to move further 

west.” 
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27. That evening my family discussed the Illinois slavery issue until bedtime.  We questioned 

how the Illinois territorial legislators could permit slavery when the Northwest Ordinance of 

1787 forbade it.  I mentioned that the ordinance did allow the French colonials of Ste. 

Genevieve, Kaskaskia, Cahokia, and other French settlements to retain their slaves in a type of 

“grandfathering” clause.  There persisted an impression that the French slaves had more rights 

than British colonial or southern U.S. slaves.  But “Slavery was slavery!” I exclaimed, and 

“Morally speaking, how can a questionable French ‘gentile’ slavery be any better than British or 

U.S. abusive slavery?”  Furthermore, the new August 1818 Illinois Constitution affirmed the 

practice of long term indentured servitude in which an unfree laborer was bound by contract to 

work for an employer for a fixed time.  Freedom would only come after the contract expired.  

This meant that the African Americans already living in Illinois Territory could be put under 

long term indentures.  Indentured servants were considered marketable property.  The new 

constitution claimed to forbid the future introduction of slavery—except at the salt springs in 

Shawneetown, Illinois until 1825 (it took 100 gallons of water to produce 1 bushel of salt).  But 

how reliable is this claim when so many former and present slave owners live in Illinois?  The 

territory is scheduled to hold elections on September 17-19 for governor, lieutenant governor, 

general assembly, U.S. representative, and two U.S. senators.  Former slave owner Shadrach 

Bond is favored to win the governor’s seat.  The first lieutenant governor is likely to be 

Montreal-born Pierre Menard.  He was chosen to balance the ticket by attracting Illinois French-

speaking voters.  Before retiring for the evening, Peggy and I made a decision: we will not move 

to Illinois until the abolition of slavery in the state is a certainty. 

Thou faithful servant, 

Thomas R. Durham 
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28.  No additional narrative for this slide. 

 

 
29.  No additional narrative for this slide. 
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30.  No additional narrative for this slide. 

 

 
31. In September 1824, a referendum in the Illinois general election for a constitutional 

convention to draft an amendment to legalize slavery was defeated by a vote of 6640 to 4972 

(Robert P. Howard, Illinois: A History of the Prairie State, Grand Rapids, Michigan: William B. 

Eerdmans Publishing Co., 1972, page 137).  The next year, 1825, my family and I moved into 

Illinois to the Quaker settlement of Vermillion Grove south of Danville. 
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32. Good day to thee!  When I first laid eyes on Twin Oaks in 1834, I was almost 50 years 

old, but I knew this was where I wanted to spend the rest of my life.  I was amazed at the beauty 

of the land between the Bourbonnais Trace, Bourbonnais Creek, and Kankakee River.  Twin 

Oaks (two large burr oak trees) was where we camped for the night on our walk from the Quaker 

settlement of Vermilion Grove, south of Danville, to Chicago.  I had been hired by Gurdon 

Hubbard to build a brick warehouse on the corner of LaSalle and South Water Street in Chicago.  

Hubbard must have been impressed by the new masonry Vermilion County Court House that I 

had just finished in Danville.  Twin Oaks was located just west of the Chicago to Danville 

Road—about the midway point or 65 miles south of Chicago—where the road intersected with 

the Bourbonnais Trace [in later times, the address of my farm house became 459 North Kennedy 

Drive, Bourbonnais, Illinois, after the Bourbonnais Trace was renamed Kennedy Drive—one of 

the two Twin Oaks still stands south of the Perry Farm House, the other was diseased and cut 

down in 1990, but a slice of its 200 year-old trunk is displayed south of the smoke tree behind 

the Letourneau Home/Museum on the Adrien M. Richard Heritage Preserve Arboretum]. 

After completing the warehouse in Chicago, I purchased the 160 acres Twin Oaks portion 

of the Jonveau Reserve from Hubbard who was an agent for the land transfers when the 

Potawatomi were compelled to move west of the Mississippi.  This acreage extended from the 

prairie on both sides of the Bourbonnais Trace to the wet prairie or marsh located west of the 

Bourbonnais Trace to the Kankakee River.  In 1838, I purchased another 164 acres extending my 

property 83.88 acres to the east and the hardwood forest and limestone canyon “Indian Caves” to 

the west where the Bourbonnais Creek enters the Kankakee River. 
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33. In 1835, my wife Margaret (1796-1882), who we called Peggy, and I moved our 

nine children and possessions from Vermilion Grove to Twin Oaks.  My family and I were 

cordially greeted by the resident Potawatomi.  They even constructed a wigwam of boughs for us 

to use until our log cabin was built.  Peggy gave birth to three more of our children at Twin 

Oaks.  We were the first Quaker family and first American-born family to settle in French-

Canadian Bourbonnais Grove.  By the summer of 1835, I was cultivating 40 acres at Twin Oaks. 

 
My team of oxen and I broke open the prairie at Twin Oaks in 1835  

(sketch by Christina M. Bradley © 2016). 

 

By 1840, we had constructed a timber framed I-shaped two story “tidewater stack” farm house 

and three-bay English barn.  The horse barn was built shortly thereafter along with chicken 

coups, granary, corn cribs, and tool sheds.   

 As a Virginia-born individual of Quaker faith, my urge to move north was motivated by 

my support of abolition and opposition to slavery.  In the early 1800s, I moved from Virginia to 

Eastern Tennessee where I met and married Peggy Wyly in 1811.  We then moved to Cherry 

Creek, south of Terre Haute, Indiana; then to Vermillion Grove outside Danville, Illinois; and 

finally to Bourbonnais Grove, Illinois 
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.34.  No additional narrative for this slide. 

 

 
35.  No additional narrative for this slide. 
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36.  No additional narrative for this slide. 

 

 
37.  No additional narrative for this slide. 
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38.  No additional narrative for this slide. 

 

 
39.  No additional narrative for this slide. 
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40.  No additional narrative for this slide. 

 

 
41.  No additional narrative for this slide. 
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42.  No additional narrative for this slide. 

 

 
43.  No additional narrative for this slide. 
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44.  No additional narrative for this slide. 

 

 
45.  No additional narrative for this slide. 
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46.  No additional narrative for this slide. 

 

 
47.  No additional narrative for this slide. 
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48.  No additional narrative for this slide. 

 

 
49.  No additional narrative for this slide. 
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50.  No additional narrative for this slide. 

 

 
51.  No additional narrative for this slide. 
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52. No additional narrative for this slide. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


