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Communities of Refuge  
in Frontier Illinois

Nancy Davis

In October 1817, a swath of western Illinois land bordering the Mississippi Riv-
er beckoned those with great intentions. In that year the United States govern-
ment made 5,360,000 acres available there to the War of 1812 veterans in the 
form of 160- or 320-acre patents, depending on enlistment dates.1 Of the nearly 
17,000 certificates of entitlement conveyed in what was known as the Illinois 
Military Tract, few were to veterans who actually settled on the land. Most, 
living far from Illinois, found it impractical to uproot and claim their bounty. 
Many sold their parcels to speculators for anything they could get, but it was a 
boon for those who desired cheap land in the West.

The availability of abundant land was one of the foundational aspects 
in the development of the new nation and the establishment of a capitalistic 
society. Ownership of such resources devolved to the people rather than to 
the state, and yet this conception of private ownership was foreign to Ameri-
can Indians who had long lived on this land. The settlers’ continual push 
westward displaced American Indian nations; eventually the U.S. govern-
ment sought to relocate native tribes west of the Mississippi River. Likely the 
government’s desire to secure these western lands with private settlement 
bordering the river encouraged a practical solution: to populate it with Eu-
ropean Americans.
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Within this tract, three very disparate settler communities were established 
over the next 40 years. They migrated here drawn by affordable property values, 
the Mississippi River as a nearby transportation system, generally rich soils, a 
slave-free state, and distance from most regulatory forces. All saw their communi-
ties as refuge: from hostile practices, antagonistic groups, and unfair systems of 
governance. Western Illinois was not the far West, but it was far enough from east-
ern influence to provide relative isolation and distance from society’s distractions.2 
It was here that these settlers came to adjust what they saw wrong in their personal 
lives, in their religious lives, and in the secular lives of those around them. Their 
stories provide insights on the variety of motives that stirred numbers of similar 
groups to seek their own form of sanctuary in the western territories.

THE COMMUNITY OF NEW PHILADELPHIA

In 1830, Free Frank—a free black man who had purchased his freedom and chosen 
his own name—sold his land in Pulaski County, Kentucky and migrated with some 
of his family to the Military Boundary Tract in Pike County, Illinois.3 A man of great 
entrepreneurial skill, his move was the result of many years of toil: as a slave in fron-
tier South Carolina, as an enslaved farmer in Kentucky, renting himself out as an en-
slaved miner, and, when free, the owner of a saltpeter operation that provided potas-
sium nitrate for gunpowder.4 All these efforts, as well as the migration to the frontier 
free state of Illinois, served the principal purpose of buying his family out of slavery. 

Figure 1. 
Solomon McWorter, son of Free Frank 
McWorter, date and location unknown. 
Free Frank McWorter purchased his son 
Solomon out of slavery in 1835. Solomon 
joined his family in New Philadelphia, Illinois, 
a community of European Americans and 
free African Americans. Courtesy of the 
McWorter family.



103Communities of Refuge in Frontier Illinois

In Kentucky, Free Frank purchased his wife Lucy in 1817, and his own free-
dom in 1819. Three of his children were still enslaved in Kentucky when Free 
Frank, Lucy, and their free children moved to Illinois in 1831. Protecting family 
members who were free, then pursuing new financial ventures in a distant place 
to purchase those who were not, was a bold move for the 53-year-old Free Frank. 
He quickly turned his 160 acres into a cash operation by transporting his sale-
able farm produce to the Mississippi River. By 1835 he amassed enough capital to 
return to Kentucky to purchase his 21-year-old son, Solomon (Figure 1).

With the last of his sons now manumitted, Free Frank adopted the last 
name McWorter and turned his attention to other entrepreneurial efforts. Buy-
ing 80 acres in 1836 from the federal government, Free Frank used 45 of them to 
establish the first known town founded and platted by an African American. He 
named it New Philadelphia.5 In the 1850s settlers moving through the area were 
drawn to this prosperous market town, the only one within the township, with 
its blacksmith shop, post office, shoemaking shops, a wheelwright, a stagecoach 
stand, a general store, and a cabinetmaking firm. Solomon McWorter resided 
within this larger New Philadelphia community on his father’s nearby farm. He 
was a farmer and an inventor of an evaporator to extract syrup from sorghum, as 
well as a cabinetmaker. Existing business receipts note Solomon’s involvement in 
a cabinetmaking firm. It is possible that the cabinetmaking business listed in the 
New Philadelphia census was that of Solomon and his white partner, James Pot-
tle. This chair made by Solomon, possibly for his grandchild, is the only known 
evidence of his craft (Figure 2).

Over time, Free Frank McWorter sold his 144 lots to both African and Euro-
pean Americans who lived side by side in this community that was well located 

Figure 2. 
Children’s rocking chair made by Solomon McWorter, 
likely for his grandchild, in New Philadelphia, Illinois, 
date unknown. Both Solomon McWorter and his 
father, Free Frank McWorter, were entrepreneurial 
and worked to develop the community of New 
Philadelphia. As this chair illustrates, Solomon 
McWorter was a skilled craftsman. Courtesy of the 
McWorter family.
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near Mississippi River ports. Eventually, proceeds from the sale of the town lots 
helped to purchase 12 more family members out of slavery. Yet the McWorters 
were never free from worry. Slave catchers roamed this area between the Ohio 
and Mississippi Rivers, kidnapping free blacks and selling them south.

Although there had been other attempts to establish black settlements 
in western Illinois before the development of New Philadelphia, none existed 
for any length of time. They were often founded with paternalistic motives, 
such as Virginian Edward Coles’s manumission and resettlement of his slaves 
on small farms on the Illinois frontier in 1819.6 More importantly, none had 
an infrastructure that encouraged their survival. Free Frank McWorter’s New 
Philadelphia had a much longer horizon. His personal intentions to reverse the 
damage of slavery prompted its founding, but its success stemmed from meet-
ing the needs of a larger settler community. Yet it too eventually suffered when 
a county road, and then the railroad, bypassed the town in 1869, shifting away 
the movement of people. This precipitated New Philadelphia’s demise. In the 
early twentieth century only six households remained. Today New Philadel-
phia is on the National Register of Historic Places and recognized as a National 
Historic Landmark. 

THE MORMON COMMUNITY OF NAUVOO

In 1839 thousands of people from the Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints 
fled Missouri when the state governor signed an expulsion order. This was the 
latest move for a group who had been targeted and run out of several communi-
ties for their religious beliefs in the previous seven years. Traveling across the 
Mississippi River, they purchased affordable lots in the small town of Commerce, 
situated within the Illinois Military Tract, about 70 miles from New Philadelphia 
where Free Frank McWorter and his family lived. Renaming the city Nauvoo 
(Hebrew for Beautiful City), they expected to find refuge here, seeking distance 
from those who objected to their ways and their forms of worship. With many 
additional converts arriving from England, the town grew rapidly to 20,000 peo-
ple, the largest community in Illinois.7 

As the city developed, the church’s founder, Joseph Smith, focused his ef-
forts on constructing a temple that would serve as the center of the Mormon 
faith. Building began in early 1841 with all able-bodied men laboring to complete 
the building, which was impressive in size at 128 feet long, 165 feet tall, and 88 feet 
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Figure 3. 
Charles Lambert, one of the 
designers of the grand temple in 
Nauvoo, Illinois, photographed 
in Salt Lake City, Utah, date 
unknown. When most Mormons 
abandoned Nauvoo in search 
of refuge from anti-Mormon 
vigilantes, Lambert stayed behind 
for several months to protect the 
structure. Courtesy of Church 
History Library, The Church of 
Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints, 
Salt Lake City, Utah.

wide. Timber for the temple came from Mormon-run sawmills in the Wiscon-
sin Territory, while limestone located in nearby quarries was cut by the faithful. 
Skilled men were needed, however, to carve the elaborate stone capitals.8

In 1843 the accomplished English stonecutter Charles Lambert met Mor-
mon missionaries in Louth, England (Figure 3). He quickly accepted the faith 
and in 1844 sailed to New Orleans, traveled up the Mississippi River, and arrived 
in Nauvoo that spring. Joseph Smith recognized Lambert’s skill and expressed 
gratitude for his arrival at a propitious time, since Smith had conceived of thirty 
decorative pilasters with sunstone capitals that might symbolically convey the 
presence of the celestial kingdom; at its center, a face representing what Joseph 
Smith had seen in a vision. It is thought that Lambert designed and carved the 
first prototypical sunstone and likely worked on portions of many, one of which 
is seen here9 (Figure 4).
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Joseph Smith never saw the finished temple. He was killed by an anti-Mor-
mon mob in the nearby town of Carthage, Illinois in June 1844, six months be-
fore the Mormons erected the sunstone capitals on the temple. With their lives 
threatened once again by suspicious and distrustful local settlers who considered 
their practices controversial and their political influence overwhelming, most 
Mormons fled Nauvoo in early 1846. Lambert stayed behind to protect the tem-
ple, not leaving for the far West until the Mormons gave up the city in the fall 
of 1846. Two years later arsonists burned the structure, leaving little but the four 
walls. When a tornado struck in 1850, the temple was demolished and only three 
sunstones—part of Lambert’s legacy of devotion—now survive.

Like the McWorters, who ran from the evils of the Kentucky slave state, 
the Mormons too sought freedom in Illinois. Despite challenges, the McWorter 
family stayed in Illinois, establishing a community that engaged settlers from the 
outside. With continued persecution, the Mormons abandoned theirs, eventu-
ally forming a settlement in the West’s remote Great Basin.

THE ICARIAN COMMUNITY OF NAUVOO

Recognizing an opportunity to reasonably purchase land or rent buildings in Nauvoo 
from the departing Mormons, the Icarians, a utopian communal society, abandoned 
a failed venture in Texas and migrated up the Mississippi River. There in 1849–50 
with their French founder and leader, Etienne Cabet, they built the Icarian commu-
nity of Nauvoo. Here in the far frontier of Illinois, they hoped, like the Mormons, to 
develop their own concept of a perfect community in relative isolation from others. 

Cabet’s canon, based on his novel The Voyage to Icaria and influenced by 
Thomas More’s Utopia, stated: “the burdens of labor and the benefits of its results, 

Figure 4. 
Limestone capital carved as a celestial sunstone, 
Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints 
grand temple in Nauvoo, Illinois, around 1845. 
This carved sunstone was one of 30 that topped 
pilasters surrounding the grand temple in Nauvoo, 
Illinois. The Mormons relocated to Nauvoo to 
escape persecution, but they abandoned the 
settlement in 1846 after only seven years. National 
Museum of American History, Smithsonian 
Institution.
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are shared by all people.”10 Cabet put his philosophy into practice in America be-
cause he was forbidden to do so in his home country of France. In Nauvoo he es-
tablished a community where all members shared property and prosperity equally. 
Many of the members were artisans and skilled craftspeople from France and else-
where. Here they developed woodworking shops that made innovatively shaped 
coat hangers that adjusted to the shape of both men’s and women’s clothing. These 
were likely sold to outside markets, helping to keep the community of Icaria sol-
vent. Cabet also insisted that both book-based and vocational education were criti-
cal to the success of Icaria. He instituted mandatory schooling for boys and girls 
and evening classes for adults. Women were considered equal partners in work 
and marriage, though unable to vote in their communal meetings.

Emile and Annette Baxter of New Jersey, both of French extraction, found 
Cabet’s philosophy compelling. Annette had attended the Sorbonne in France and 
was a graduate and later teacher at Miss Porter’s School in Farmington, Connecti-
cut (Figure 5). Emile, an immigrant, had been well educated in Europe and Scot-
land, and was engaged in the manufacturing of clothing. The numerous letters 
exchanged between the Baxters and Cabet indicated the challenge of giving up 
what they treasured for communal living in Nauvoo—Annette her iron bed, Emile 
his books and sewing machine—since Cabet insisted that everyone live similarly.11 

Figure 5. 
Annette Baxter, a resident of the Icarian 
community in Nauvoo, date and location 
unknown. Baxter believed in Icarian 
philosophies and participated in the group’s 
communal customs. However, she still 
struggled to embrace some of the strict 
guidelines, such as giving up certain luxury 
possessions. Courtesy of Bob Baxter Family.
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Offering their services and talents to the community, Emile and Annette and 
their two small children migrated from New Jersey to join the 500 or so in the Col-
ony of Nauvoo in June 1855. There the Baxters participated in Icarian life, Emile as 
Cabet’s secretary and laborer in the workshops, and Annette as a teacher. They lived 
in a small apartment, ate communally in the dining hall, and wore the simple cloth-
ing of the Icarian members. In the dining hall, Annette draped her modest cloak over 
one of the community’s uniquely designed coat hooks, shown here (Figure 6).

Dissent within the community surfaced in 1856 and Cabet left Nauvoo to 
establish an arm of the colony in St. Louis. Later, other Icarian communities were 
founded in Iowa and California. It is unclear whether this conflict disillusioned 
the Baxters, but they returned East in late 1856, only to find how greatly they 
missed Illinois. The family returned to live among the non-Icarian Nauvoo com-
munity in 1857; several Baxter descendants live there still.

All three communities sought to establish a place separate from oppression. 
Each community’s efforts were only partially successful. Despite living in the free 
state of Illinois and being able to engage in the nearby communities’ commercial 
activities, the McWorters’ lives were precarious; slave catchers were nearby and 
racist attitudes persisted. The Mormon community of Nauvoo rapidly grew to be 
the largest city in Illinois, but as a result of its growth and power, hostilities with 
neighbors escalated and overwhelmed it. The Icarians found a place of refuge; 
though they lived separately from their fellow citizens, their dealings were ami-
cable. Unfortunately, dissension from within was their downfall. 

Migration to frontier Illinois provided the inexpensive land and space to 
forge new communities and create culture. Out of that culture, furniture was 
built, temple sunstones created, and innovative, everyday implements produced. 
Very little on the land remains to mark these places, yet these objects stand as 
records of the ideas and concepts strongly held by these unique communities.

Figure 6. 
Clothes hanger, from the communal Icarian settlement 
of Nauvoo, Illinois, mid-eighteenth century. Icarians 
built a community with shared property, equal division 
of labor, and relatively equal rights for men and women. 
Icarian women hung their cloaks on hangers like this 
one before eating in a communal dining hall. Courtesy 
of Nauvoo Historical Society and Icarian descendant 
Bob Baxter and family.



109Communities of Refuge in Frontier Illinois

NOTES

1. Siyoung Park, “Land Speculation in Western Illinois 
Pike County, 1821–1835,” Journal of the Illinois State 
Historical Society 77(2)(Summer 1984):115–28; 
Anne F. Hyde, Empires, Nations, and Families: A 
History of the North American West, 1800–1860 
(Lincoln: University of Nebraska Press, 2011); 
Marguerite Jenison Pease, The Story of Illinois 
(Chicago: The University of Chicago Press, 1965). 

2. Seymour Kesten, Utopian Episodes: Daily Life in 
Experimental Colonies Dedicated to Changing 
the World (Syracuse, N.Y.: Syracuse University 
Press, 1993).

3. Free Frank identified himself by this name in 
the 1820 federal manuscript census, expressing 
the significance of his purchased freedom. In 
1836 he petitioned the state General Assembly 
to be allowed take the surname McWorter in 
order to protect his property rights. See Juliet 
E. K. Walker’s Free Frank: A Black Pioneer on 
the Antebellum Frontier (Lexington: University 
Press of Kentucky, 1983), 48, 106. 

4. Walker, Free Frank. 
5. Paul Shackel, New Philadelphia: An Archaeology 

of Race in the Heartland (Berkeley: University of 
California Press, 2011). 

6. Walker, Free Frank, 114.
7. Robert Bruce Flanders, Nauvoo, Kingdom on the 

Mississippi (Champaign: University of Illinois 
Press, 1965); Roger D. Launius and John E. Hall-
was, eds., Kingdom on the Mississippi Revisited, 
Nauvoo in Mormon History (Urbana: University 
of Illinois Press, 1996). 

8. E. Cecil McGavin, The Nauvoo Temple (Salt Lake 
City: Deseret Book Company, 1962). 

9. Benson Whittle, “The Sunstones of Nauvoo,” 
Sunstone Magazine (July, 2002):17–24.

10. Janet Fischer Palmer, “The Community at 
Work: The Promise of Icaria,” (Ph.D. disserta-
tion., Syracuse University, 1995), 2.

11. Lillian M. Snyder, The Search for Brotherhood, 
Peace and Justice: The Story of Icaria (Deep 
River, Iowa: Brennan Print 1996), 30.

BIBLIOGRAPHY

Flanders, Robert Bruce. Nauvoo: Kingdom on the 
Mississippi. Champaign: University of Illinois 
Press, 1965.

Hyde, Anne F. Empires, Nations, and Families: A 
History of the North American West, 1800–1860. 
Lincoln: University of Nebraska Press, 2011.

Kesten, Seymour. Utopian Episodes, Daily Life in Experi-
mental Colonies Dedicated to Changing the World. 
Syracuse, N.Y.: Syracuse University Press, 1993.

Launius, Roger D., and John E. Hallwas, eds. 
Kingdom on the Mississippi Revisited: Nauvoo 
in Mormon History. Champaign: University of 
Illinois Press, 1996.

McGavin, E. Cecil. The Nauvoo Temple. Salt Lake 
City: Deseret Book Company, 1962.

Palmer, Janet Fischer. “The Community at Work: 
The Promise of Icaria.” PhD diss., Syracuse 
University, 1995.

Park, Siyoung. “Land Speculation in Western Illinois 
Pike County, 1821–1835.” Journal of the Illinois State 
Historical Society 77(2)(Summer 1984):115–28.

Pease, Marguerite Jenison. The Story of Illinois. 
Chicago: The University of Chicago Press, 1965.

Shackel, Paul. New Philadelphia: An Archaeology of 
Race in the Heartland. Berkeley: University of 
California Press, 2011.

Snyder, Lillian M. The Search for Brotherhood, 
Peace and Justice: The Story of Icaria. Deep 
River, Iowa: Brennan Print 1996.

Walker, Juliet E. K. Free Frank: A Black Pioneer on 
the Antebellum Frontier. Lexington: University 
Press of Kentucky, 1983.

Whittle, Benson. “The Sunstones of Nauvoo.” Sun-
stone Magazine, July 2002.


