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“Who was Sadie Cooksey?”1 

The original question was both rhetorical and metaphorical. This query was the title of a photographic 
exhibit first presented in Maine about a decade ago by Maggie Foskett (1919-2014).2 Foskett, who 
referred to herself as “a rag picker of small cosmologies in nature,”3 had lived in Geneva, Illinois. She 
dedicated her exhibition to “all the Sadie’s, past and present, who walk alone, sadly troubled.” Foskett’s 
image of Sadie’s simple stone marker has become a photographic metaphor. 

A metaphoric image must act symbolically to signify something more than what first meets the eye. The 
photographer’s dedication explains this explicitly. So, the question “Who was Sadie Cooksey?” is a figure 
of speech intended to ask a more general conceptual question about lonely, troubled girls. In the 
context of the exhibit, the question is rhetorical to the extent that it pertains to Sadie specifically. Rather 
the viewer is asked to use the images to form a picture of the tragic lives of all girls like Sadie. 

Anecdotes like the one narrated here about Sadie Cooksey raise the thorny issue of whether attempting 
to answer a specific question such as “Who was Sadie Cooksey?” is even appropriate. If the transcript of 
her legal proceedings in Monmouth and her case record in Geneva still exist should a search for them be 
made?4  

The intent here is to simply give Sadie a demographic and familial identity and to place her travails in the 
context of early 20th century Illinois during the Progressive Era. More specifically, the focus here is on 
Genevans, juvenile justice reform, the Geneva School for Girls, and the social impact of the mobility that 
the burgeoning railroads afforded. Many aspects of Sadie’s life should and will remain metaphorical, 
regardless.  

Clearly the inmates at the “Illinois State Industrial School for Girls at Geneva” were institutionalized 
there for a wide variety of reasons including orphan status, poverty induced dependency, pregnancy, 
venereal disease, abuse, criminality and even mental illness or neurologic impairment 
(“feeblemindedness” in lingo of the Social Darwinists). How many girls were incarcerated because their 
victim status was perceived as a eugenic societal threat? Was Sadie one of the latter? 

                                                            
1 (Who Was Sadie Cooksey? | Geneva History Museum 2016) Exhibit, 2016.; Foskett, M. Who Was Sadie Cooksey?, 2011. 
2 Maggie Fossett (1919-2014) was a Brazilian-American photographer who trained with the likes of Ansel Adams. She is most 
known for her use of the technique (cliché-verre) of using an enlarger in a darkroom to transfer the images of objects directly to 
photographic paper. She used Cibachrome, a dye destruction positive-to-positive photographic process used for the 
reproduction of film transparencies on photographic paper. The Sadie Cooksey Exhibit images were black and white camera 
photos taken with her Leica slr. (Maggie Foskett (Brasilian-American 1919 - 2014) n.d.). 
https://www.caldbeck.com/news/maggie-foskett-brasilian-american-1919-2014 ; https://blog.nmwa.org/2009/09/18/artist-
spotlight-interview-with-maggie-foskett/  
3 A reference to her pioneering work with cliché-verre. https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Clich%C3%A9_verre  
4 The author’s answer to his own question is “no”. Sadie was more than a metaphor; she was a person. But she certainly had not 
intended to become public figure. Details that have been found in public records about her life are scant. Speculation made 
about her plight is intended only to cast some light on the problems she and her fellow inmates may have faced. 

https://www.caldbeck.com/news/maggie-foskett-brasilian-american-1919-2014
https://blog.nmwa.org/2009/09/18/artist-spotlight-interview-with-maggie-foskett/
https://blog.nmwa.org/2009/09/18/artist-spotlight-interview-with-maggie-foskett/
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Clich%C3%A9_verre


The “Who Was Sadie Cooksey?” exhibit was created from 
black and white negatives taken in 1979 by Foskett at the 
then recently abandoned Illinois State Industrial School for 
Girls in Geneva, Illinois,5, and about two years after that 
institution was permanently closed. Ms. Foskett long 
remembered one negative she had exposed but had not 
printed of one particular forlorn tombstone in the 
abandoned cemetery on the grounds of the school campus. 
She re-examined that negative some two decades later and 
printed it in cliché-verre. 

The span of years, 1904-1924, enumerated on Sadie’s stone 
encompass most of the Progressive Era. Chicago, with its 
“Muckraker” journalists, suffragettes, settlement house 
social scientists, and its brand-new University of Chicago 
School of Social Work was at the epicenter of that Era. 

Vice was then burgeoning in American cities generally. 
Chicago’s status as the nation’s railroad hub, coupled with 
the exposure created when millions visited the World 
Columbian Exhibition Fair in 1893,6 compounded the City’s 
prostitution epidemic, known to the reformers as “White 
Slavery”. Profit from this enterprise in Chicago alone was 
estimated at $15 million per annum.7  

The many reforms of the Progressive Era failed to save Sadie 
Cooksey, who died tragically about a week before her 20th 

birthday. By the time of her death, the World War was over and the excesses of the “Roaring Twenties” 
had already mooted many of the Progressives’ social and moral reforms. 

  

                                                            
5 The Geneva institution for girls had many names, some official and others colloquial.  
6 Chicago Mayor De Witt C. Cregier, whose summer home was near the Fox River at St. Charles, Illinois, about 1 ½ miles from the 
Girls’ School, successfully represented Chicago in the contest to host the Fair. The estimated attendance was 27 million people – 
about a quarter of the Country’s population. (A History of the Fair 1996) http://xroads.virginia.edu/~ma96/wce/history.html ; 
Rosenberg, C.M. America at the Fair: Chicago's 1893 World's Columbian Exposition. Arcadia Pub., 2008. 
7 The Social Evil in Chicago, which included prostitution statistics and recommendations for improvement. The report concluded 
that about 5,000 professional prostitutes worked in Chicago, and about 5 million men were receiving services from them, for 
which the women received about $25 weekly. (Commission 1911) Commission, Chicago. Vice. The Social Evil in Chicago: A Study 
of Existing Conditions with Recommendations by the Vice Commission of Chicago: A Municipal Body Appointed by the Mayor and 
the City Council of the City of Chicago and Submitted as Its Report to the Mayor and City Council of Chicago. Gunthorp-Warren 
printing company, 1911. p32  

Grave marker of Sarah Elizabeth Cooksey in the 
small cemetery on the former site of The Illinois 

Industrial School for Girls, Geneva, Illinois (source: 
Find-A-Grave) 

http://xroads.virginia.edu/%7Ema96/wce/history.html


The first page of the May 
1912, The Training School, 
summarizes the back story of 
Sadie’s life and of her 
tombstone photo.  

U.S. juvenile justice systems 
were in their infancies at the 
beginning of the last century. 
Through the efforts of 
primarily women, many of 
them from the Chicago 
Women’s Club8 and Hull 
House in Chicago (including 
Jane Addams herself),9 Illinois 
became a leader in the reform 
of juvenile justice. Chicago 
was first in the country to 
establish a separate court 
system for juveniles in 1899.10 

The Illinois State Industrial 
School for Girls was one of the 
byproducts of these efforts. 
Opened in temporary quarters 
in 1894, The School for Girls 
was described in Making of 
Illinois, first published in 1900 
by Irwin Mather, as, "...for the 
confinement, education and 
reformation of girls between 

                                                            
8 Cook, J.W. Educational History of Illinois: Growth and Progress in Educational Affairs of the State from the Earliest Day to the 
Present, with Portraits and Biographies. Henry O. Shepard, 1912. p512. Geneva’s Julia Plato Harvey was the person responsible 
for bringing the “The Illinois State Home for Juvenile Female Offenders” to Geneva in 1894. She was a member of the Board of 
Trustees for many years. Another “Geneva Julia,” Dr. Julia Cole Blackman also served on the school’s board. 
9 Jane Addams was from Cedarville, Illinois, about 75 miles NW of Geneva. Jane was a Rockford College friend and schoolmate of 
Hannah Wells of Geneva, whose home Jane visited on occasion while in college. Abe Lincoln was a political ally of Janes’ father, 
whom Lincoln addressed in his letters as “Double D Addams”. Jane lectured in Geneva at least twice at the invitation of Mrs. Julia 
Plato Harvey, once in 1900 at the Court House and once in 1912 at the Geneva Congregational Church. The latter speech was in 
support of women’s suffrage and mentions the Geneva Improvement Association, a women’s group that sponsored her visit. 
Geneva Republican Vol 4, #50, 27 Jan 1900, Geneva Republican, 2 Mar 1912. 
10 The Juvenile Court Movement: The Illinois Experience Author(s): Graham Parker Source: The University of Toronto Law Journal, 
Vol. 26, No. 3, (Summer, 1976), pp. 253-306. Cook County was the actual entity that convened the new court under state 
authority. 



the ages of 10 and 16 years who have been convicted of offenses punishable at law."11  

An intellectual contest was underway during those first decades of the 20th Century. Jane Addams and 
others fostered the concept that environment, as opposed to defect, was the major contributory factor 
in dependency and delinquency.12  

Indeed, in 1893, when an Illinois statute created the 
Geneva school, the prevailing principle of the juvenile 
justice system was codified in the presumption of 
absence of criminal intent. However, by 1912 the new 
“science” of eugenics was beginning to undermine the 
older conception that when a child was found “guilty” 
of a misdeed the reason was presumed to be actus reus 
non facit reum nisi mens sit rea,  meaning "the act is 
not culpable unless the mind is guilty”. The advocates for 
the eugenics view argued that culpability stemmed 
from an uncorrectable congenital defect.  

Therefore, the only eugenic societal cure for 
delinquency could be non-propagation of the defect 
that caused it. An overweening focus on justice and 
compassion might be laudable in the short run but 
would be disastrous in the longer term under this view. 
An unintended consequence of this emerging dogma 
was the resultant non-propagation by the courts of 

many of the inalienable rights claimed for all by Thomas Jefferson. 

The eugenics view was summarized succinctly by Drs. Morrow and Bridgeman: “…environment alone is 
not enough to have been responsible for their transgressions…”. Binet had invented his intelligence 
scale in 1908 and the term “feeblemindedness” became part of the eugenics lexicon. By the second 
decade of the 20th century, the 19th century’s assumption that a child’s misbehavior was due to a 
temporary age-related developmental immaturity (an “age of innocence”) nearly collapsed under the 
weight of a eugenics “law” that decreed that a defective ability to form correct moral judgements was 
an inherited and permanent flaw. 

 “Feeblemindedness”13 became viewed as a leading explanation for immorality, incorrigibility and 
dependency. The test scores of the 500 “consecutive girls” in Geneva enumerated by Morrow and 
Bridgeman “proved” this tenet with the girls’ low Binet scores they reported.14 Thus, the female 
delinquency problem was viewed largely as that of the feebleminded sex delinquent. 

                                                            
11 Mather’s description contains inaccuracies. The law may have stipulated ages 10 to 16, but 12-21 was the age range de facto. 
Also, many inmates were placed in Geneva because of their dependency, not misdeeds. Mather, Irwin F. The Making of Illinois; 
Historical Sketches. Chicago: A. Flanagan company, 1913. p228. 
12 Ibid, p 302.  
13 Goddard, Henry Herbert. Heredity of Feeble-Mindedness. Eugenics Record Office Bulletin. Cold Spring Harbor, N.Y., 1911. 
14 Rembis, Michael A. Defining Deviance: Sex, Science, and Delinquent Girls, 1890-1960. Urbana: University of Illinois Press, 
2011.Rembis, who studied the still unprocessed records of 700 hundred Geneva inmates, found contrary evidence to the 
eugenics theory consistent with the findings of other workers 100 years before him that “…delinquency was caused by something 

Foskett's Image of the Sadie Cooksey Marker, 1979   
Geneva Historical Museum 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Culpability


Furthermore, many eugenics supporters (who were mostly male) shared the view of Dr. Thomas 
Leonard, head of the Lincoln State School in Illinois, who opined that a “feebleminded’ woman was 
three times the “menace” to society than her male counterpart.15 

Couched in somewhat different terms, this nature versus nurture contest could be viewed as pitting 
maternalistic instincts versus the new social science emanating from places like the University of 
Chicago School of Sociology.16 The Chicago Women’s Club and Hull House were prominent among the 
maternalistically oriented political drivers of the new Juvenile Court in Illinois. The University of Chicago 
School provided the professional social scientists whose data driven inputs eventually wrested the early 
maternalists’ influence on the judicial system from them.17 

Anecdotes can be dangerous things, and they can be the basis of faulty metaphors.18 On the other hand, 
what is “data” if it is not a collection of anecdotes? 

“On May 25, 1925, record 3648 was created about an eleven-year-old girl entering the 
Wisconsin Industrial School [for Girls]. The reason for the girl’s incarceration was given as 
“Delinquent and Incorrigible” behavior; she became a ward of the institution until the age of 
twenty-one. Her admission record contains personal information about her family, including 
that her parents prostituted her and her nine-year-old sister to boarders and that eleven men 
were sent to prison as a result of the sisters’ testimony of their experiences. Also included in 
the record is information about the physical state of the girls when they entered the 
institution and a newspaper clipping describing the terror the sisters felt about being admitted 
there.” 

This case history is given here only to demonstrate how schools like the pair of “State Industrial Schools 
for Girls”19 in Illinois and Wisconsin were used as a catchall for many vexing social problems. A later 
Superintendent of the Geneva School, Florence Monahan, lamented that the placement of dependent 
girls in institutions for delinquents persisted through the early 1930s, a practice that she thought 
reflected the judges’ “lack of imagination.”20 However, this misplacement was, to a significant extent, 
because alternative institutional solutions were difficult, if not impossible, for the judges to find. Was 
Sadie Cooksey a dependent or a delinquent or both? 
 

                                                            
other than intellectual status alone.” See, for example: Bronner, Augusta F. Comparative Study of the Intelligence of Delinquent 
Girls. New York: Teachers College, Columbia University, 1914 p86-87. Rembis also pointed to bias and unstandardized testing 
conditions at Geneva.  
15 (Rembis 2011) p 44. 
16 The friction between the “old time” moralistic reformers and the new scientists is illustrated by the description of an October 
27, 1896, meeting between Reverend Ernest A. Bell (author of The War on the White Slave Trade) and University of Chicago 
President William Rainey Harper: “I called upon President Harper of the magnificent new University of Chicago whom I had met 
at Yale before I went to India. He did not know me and would not receive me as it was not his office hour--ordered me to come 
back next day at half past two. He was fat and sleek and proud and had not even a handshake for one who had hazarded life and 
all things for our Savior Christ.” 
17 Knupfer, Anne Meis. ""To Become Good, Self-Supporting Women": The State Industrial School for Delinquent Girls at Geneva, 
Illinois, 1900-1935." Journal of the History of Sexuality 9, no. 4 (2000): 420-46. http://www.jstor.org/stable/3704911 The Chicago 
Women’s Club provided the funding for the first probation officers, supported studies of dependency through surveys, 
demographic mapping, and established a psychiatric clinic. 
18 Laura Farley and Eric Willey, "Wisconsin School for Girls Inmate Record Books: A Case Study of Redacted Digitization," The 
American Archivist, 78:2 (Fall/Winter 2015): 111-128.  
19 The Geneva school was also named “…State Industrial School for Girls” in the 1920’s. 
20 Monahan, Florence. Women in Crime. New York,: I. Washburn, 1941. p112. 

http://www.jstor.org/stable/3704911


Recollections from Geneva inmates include some from girls and young women whose home situations 
were such that they ultimately wanted to stay in Geneva, and even begged to be allowed to remain or 
return.21 Many more of the others attempted to escape, or employed stereotypical narratives and 
scripts to talk, rather than walk, their way to freedom.22 

A Bayesian probability framework makes the likelihood very high that Sadie was sent to Geneva because 
she was pregnant, apparently out of 
wedlock. According to the Morrow and 
Bridgeman data, the prior probability was 
74.2% that any single Geneva inmate was 
incarcerated because of her “Immorality”.  
Still, any conclusion about Sadie remains 
speculative. 

The “White Slave Trade” in young women 
(many of whom were non-white) was a 
national scandal that generated special 
fervor in Chicago. Chicago was blessed with 
many notable soldiers in the Progressive 
Era’s war on vice. 

Rev. Earnest A. Bell edited and published 
Fighting the Traffic in Young Girls or War 
on the White Slave Trade in 1910. He 
deemed that sordid trade “The Greatest 
Crime in World History.”23 Bell and his 
allies eventually achieved at least a partial 
“clean up” of Chicago’s notorious First 
Ward, popularly known as “The Levee.”24 
Two Geneva contributors to Bell’s tome 
deserve mention as part of the Sadie 
Cooksey story. 

                                                            
21 Bombell blog. https://cheriebombell.com/  
22 Knupfer, op cit. 
23 Ernest A. Bell (1865-1928) was a Methodist clergyman and missionary to India. In 1902 he turned his attention to vice in 
Chicago’s levee district (just west of State Street, between 18th and 22nd streets). In 1910, Bell met with President Taft to urge 
support of a federal White Slave Traffic Act, which subsequently passed and became known as the Mann Act. Ernest A. Bell 
Papers (Chicago History Museum). Bell, Ernest Albert. Fighting the Traffic in Young Girls; or, War on the White Slave Trade; a 
Complete and Detailed Account of the Shameless Traffic in Young Girls. Chicago, 1910. 
24 For a detailed description of the Levee where Chicago’s vice district had been nearly officially segregated from the rest of the 
city, see: Wendt H & Kogan L: Lords of the Levee: Bathhouse John and Hinky Dink, Bobbs-Merrill, Indianapolis and New York, 
1943. 

https://cheriebombell.com/


 

  



 

Forrest Crissey, born in Stockton, New York in 1864 and raised in Marengo, a small Kane County, Illinois, 
town, was a versatile Geneva author and editor who by 1907 was “…enjoying beyond all expectations 
the country place that I bought and fitted up at Geneva, Illinois.”25 

 
The Crissey “country place” was just north of the 
railroad viaduct on the east side of what was then 
named Batavia Street (now, of course, called 
Crissey Avenue).26 Just across the tracks to the 
south was the Geneva Industrial School for Girls. 
Many Crissey neighbors in Geneva’s southeast 
neighborhood were laborers employed at the “Girls 
School”. One block east on Kane Street lived 
Lawrence Heath, the man who worked the Girls 
School Farm.27 Also on Kane Street lived the family 
of Englishman John Burroughs, Head Gardener at 
the Girls’ School.28 

Crissey could have an office at 46-48 West Monroe 
in downtown Chicago and still commute from 
Geneva, 35 miles to the west, because of railroads. 
Some rail lines were electrified and classified as 
interurban trolleys. These railroads also loomed 
large in the life and death of Sadie Cooksey. 

In 1909 Forrest Crissey wrote in a letter to Orson 
Lowell,29 a friend and illustrator of some Crissey 
stories: “I must tell you this: I am now editorial 

director of this company [Currier Publishing Company], which has several publications, of which the 
WOMANS WORLD is the largest. That really has more than two million subscribers - twenty-five cents a 
year. My job is to make the literary and pictorial contents just as good as can be bought for 50 cents, 
one dollar, and one-fifty in the shape of the other first and second class household magazines - only not 
so much contents and not printed on as good paper... in fact it was not very long ago when the 
WOMANS WORLD was a common garden type of low-growing mail-order sheet.”30 
 
Forest Crissey was not a card-carrying member of the Muckraker’s literary school.31 But his role in the 
war on the white slave trade was significant. Virtually all the Muckrakers’ work was initially serialized in 

                                                            
25 Forrest Crissey to Orson Lowell, 28 December 1907. 
26 Not to be confused with Batavia Avenue in Geneva which also parallels the Fox River in Geneva but on the River’s west side. 
27 The Kane County Poor Farm adjoined the Girls’ School just to the southwest where other Genevan’s were employed. 
28 1910 U.S. Census. 
29 For an example of their collaboration, see, for example: Crissey Forest, The Tower of Revolt. Harper’s Monthly Magazine Feb, 
1912. p346-354. 
30 Crissey to Orson Lowell 21 June 1909. 
31 Theodore Roosevelt popularized the term in a 14 April 1906 speech, in which he compared them to the Man with the Muck-
rake in Bunyan's Pilgrim's Progress, who remained so intent on raking the filth at his feet that he failed to look up and behold the 
celestial crown. Likewise, Roosevelt argued, the muckrakers remained so focused on the evils in society they failed to reaffirm 



popular journals such as Crossey’s Woman’s World, a fact revealing the close connection between the 
Muckrakers and the new generation of mass periodicals during the Progressive Era.32 Crissey’s 
collaboration with Reverend Bell is also an example of the Evangelical fervor that drove many 
Muckrakers, as in this prayer of Ray Stannard Baker (aka, David Grayson): 
 

"Oh, God, give me faith. Oh, God, lead me out of this valley of depression. Oh, God, I am fearful 
and downcast, help me today to do my work bravely. I try to do large things, too large for me; I 
am not willing to be simple, straight forward, humble. I am terrified to speak generalities, to 
judge men and women by appearances, not realizing that they too, are having a bitter 
struggle within themselves. I am tempted to attack, not to press forward with positive faith. 
Oh, God, take me out of this. Oh, God, let me see and feel thy constant presence, let me feel my 
connections with thee and through thee with all of my neighbors."33 

 
Crissey had invited several of the authors who ultimately provided chapters for Rev. Ernest Bell’s volume 
on the White Slave Trade to submit articles to Woman’s World, where Crissey published them.  
 
Geneva resident Mrs. Ophelia L. Amigh was one of the Crissey solicited authors who later contributed 
Chapter VIII to Reverend Bell’s book. Mrs. Amigh was the Superintendent of the State Industrial School 
for Girls in Geneva and she lived on the campus of the school almost “next door” to Forrest Crissey at 
the “s[outh] end Batavia st” per page 119 of the Geneva City Directory of 1910-1.34 
 
Ophelia Amigh’s role in the Sadie Cooksey story was important, for Amigh’s sixteen-year tenure in 
Geneva created a lasting influence on the school’s organization and function. Mrs. Amigh’s career in 
Geneva ended in controversy at about the time Ernest Bell’s book appeared. The oversight of the School 
changed in 1909 from the State Commission on Charities to the State Board of Administration. The new 
oversight body contained no women, whereas its predecessor had been about equally split in gender. 
 
A girl from Rock Island, Minnie Hobert, complained more than a year after her release from Geneva that 
she had been stripped and beaten by 110 blows with a rubber hose. The state authorities sent three 
investigators in March of 1911. They interviewed several girls mentioned in Hobert’s published affidavit. 
All the girls named denied knowledge of a beating.  
 
The Investigators found no evidence of cruelty, as reported by the Chicago Tribune, but the storm 
did not blow over. Of course, the testimony of the inmates was attacked by the fact they were at 
risk for a beating of their own if they reported adversely about the matrons’ punishments. An 
attorney from Rock Island, P.H. Wells, was apparently retained by Ms. Hobart. He sent a letter to 

                                                            
the vision of America's promise. The usage stuck, and henceforth the term was applied to all those engaged in uncovering 
scandal and corruption. 
"Muckrakers." Dictionary of American History. . Encyclopedia.com. 11 Oct. 2016 
 <http://www.encyclopedia.com>. 
32 McClure’s Magazine was central to the Muckraker’s impact. McClure had worked his way through Knox College in Galesburg, 
Illinois, and founded its student newspaper about 20 years before Sadie Cooksey’s birth in nearby New Windsor, 15 miles north 
of Galesburg. Lyon, Peter (1963). Success Story: The Life and Times of S. S. McClure. New York: Charles Scribner's Sons. (Lyon 
1963) 
33 Bruce J. Evensen, "1- The Muckrakers as Evangelicals," in The Muckrakers: Evangelical Crusaders, ed. Robert Miraldi (Westport, 
CT: Praeger Publishers, 2000), 2, http://www.questia.com/read/14231840/the-muckrakers-evangelical-crusaders. (Evenson 
2000) 
34 Evans WW. Tri-City Directory 1910-1. p119. 

http://www.encyclopedia.com/history/dictionaries-thesauruses-pictures-and-press-releases/muckrakers
http://www.encyclopedia.com/


Governor Deneen and Board of Administration critical of the investigation. That letter was also 
published in the Rock Island Argus and Daily Union.35 
 
Investigators did find leather straps and a riding crop with the “appearance of being well used”. Then 
there was the issue of the Amigh “Strong Chair,” also called “Straight Chair”: 
 

“The "straight chair" Is a device Invented by Mrs. Ophelia L. Amigh, Superintendent of the 
school, for the punishment of disobedient girls. It Is an original contrivance, although It 
resembles the "stocks" of the Puritans or a household Turkish bath device. It Is a straight-
backed chair, boxed in. Only the head of Its Occupant Is visible from a hole in the top. There 
are three sizes- one for small, another tor medium, and a third for large girls. These are 
constructed to permit considerable freedom of movement, but they hold the prisoners in 
an upright Position. They were made by the school carpenter.”36 
 

The new Board of Administration seemed to give Amigh a vote of confidence, but also raised 
questions of financial irregularities in her reports. One nettlesome item was a piano purchased on 
installments by a subordinate without authorization by Amigh. She had visited Springfield in April 
of 1911 and was apparently satisfied that she had successfully defended her actions.37  
 
Then, while Amigh was ill and travelling back east for a family visit, something happened in 
Springfield. On June 24th The Geneva Republican reported that an assistant cottage matron, Miss 
Adelaide Compton and the school principal, Miss Caroline Baldwin, had been fired by the Board. 
The Republican opined that the reason was disagreements with Mrs. Amigh.38 But the situation 
was more complex. 
  

                                                            
35  Rock Island Argus 20 June 1911, p5. 
36 ” Find No Cruelty at State School” Chicago Tribune 14 March 1911 
37 ” Springfield Hotel Guests.” Illinois State Journal 3 April 1911. 
38 “Let out by state board. “Geneva Republican 24 June 1911. p3. 



 
Upon her return from the east, Amigh found a 
letter from Springfield awaited her. The letter 
asked for her immediate resignation.39 
 
 
Also, among the Crissey invitees was Edwin W. Sims, 
United States District Attorney, Chicago.40 Sims wrote 
of the pivotal role the railroads played in the white 
slave trade: 
 
“I cannot escape the conclusion that the 
country girl is in greater danger from the ‘white 
slavers’ than the city girl. The perusal of the 
testimony of many ‘white slaves’ enforces this 
conclusion. That is because they are less 
sophisticated, more trusting and more open to 
the allurements of those who are waiting to 
prey upon them. 
 
It is a fact which parents of girls in the country 
should remember that the "white slavers “are 
busy on the trains coming into the city and 
make it a point to "cut out" an attractive girl 
whenever they can. This "cutting out" process (I 
use the technical term) consists of making the 
girl's acquaintance, gaining her confidence and, 
on one pretext or another, inducing her to leave 
the train before the main depot is reached. This 
is done because the various protective and law 
and order organizations have watchers at the 
main railroad stations who are trained to the 
work of "spotting," and quickly detect a girl in 
the hands of one of these human beasts of 
prey. Generally, these watchers are women and 
wear the badges of their organizations.”41 
 

                                                            
39 Amigh immediately complied with the request. Very shortly thereafter she was hired to oversee the comparable state school in 
Alabama, a position in which she was lauded and held without controversy for many years. She “retired” there at age 89. Bowen 
AL. “Bowen’s Comments,” Illinois State Journal 31 January 1933, p3. Bowen called her “an angelic woman” and he had been the 
administrative head of the Illinois oversight bodies during Amigh’s tenure. 
40 Sims had a storied legal career that included prosecuting an anti-trust action against the Standard Oil Company, resulting in a 
fine of $29 million. He was also chairman of Chicago Crime Commission in the 1920’s. He died in 1948. (Edwin W Sims Veteran 
Crime Fighter Dies 1948) Chicago Tribune, 19 June 1948. 
41 Sims, Edward. “Smashing the White Slave Trade.” Women’s World, Dec 1909. 

Edward W. Sims, 
US Attorney 

Chicago 

Chicago Inter-Ocean 30 June 1911, p3. 



Railroads, including electrified 
interurban trolleys, crisscrossed 
Mercer County in Sadie’s time 
there. In Rivoli Township, where 
Sadie was born and raised, a branch 
line of the Chicago Burlington & 
Quincy RR ran from east to west 
across the center of the township 
and through center of New 
Windsor, Sadie’s home town. 
Depots along this route in Mercer 
County were Keithsburg, Arpee, 
New Boston, Joy, Aledo, Gilchrist 
Switch, Viola, and New Windsor.  
The passenger train on this route 
was called, perhaps ominously, “The Dolly.”42 
 
Mercer County legend 
holds that the trolley had 
been named for Charles 

Dicken’s abducted heroin Dolly Varden, a character in the Dickens 
novel Barnaby Rudge: A Tale of the Riots of Eighty. The legend is 
credible as the Chicago, Attica and Southern RR in Indiana was 
known as the “Dolly Varden Line”.43 
 
Then the north south running “Rocky Doodle” could be boarded 
at Aledo where “The Dolly” line crossed the Rock Island Southern 
RR. The “Rocky Doodle” trolley bore an uncanny resemblance to 
the Chicago, Aurora & Elgin trolleys that ran from the central Fox 
Valley to Chicago. The main difference was that the high voltage, 
single phase AC powered “Rocky Doodle” got its juice through a 
boom to overhead electric wires rather than from a third rail at 
grade. Somewhat negating this safety feature was the fact that the 
trolley ran over high and rickety wood beam trestles constructed 
to make the RIS near zero grade. 
 

                                                            
42 Braucht S. Mercer County Historical Newsletter, 2014.  
43 Wikipedia contributors, "Chicago, Attica and Southern Railroad," Wikipedia, The Free 
Encyclopedia, https://en.wikipedia.org/w/index.php?title=Chicago,_Attica_and_Southern_Railroad&oldid=650416732 (accessed 
March 8, 2015). 

"Rocky Doodle of the Rock Island Southern 
running on the Pope Creek Trestle, Mercer 

County, Illinois, ca 1910 

Dicken's Dolly Varden as 
painted by William Powell Firth 

in 1842 

Hybrid Version of the "Dolly" introduced in 
the 1920's. Electric propulsion from a 

gasoline powered generator 

https://en.wikipedia.org/w/index.php?title=Chicago,_Attica_and_Southern_Railroad&oldid=650416732


 “The Dolly” left Burlington, Iowa, every 
morning at 6:45 and headed east across 
Mercer and Henry Counties to Galva 
where it met the main line of the then 
Chicago, Burlington, and Quincy RR (now 
Burlington Northern RR). This connection 
provided access to the Chicago market 
for the agricultural products of the region 
plus Chicago’s other cultural advantages 
and perils. 
 
If little is known about the death of Sadie 
Cooksey, even less is known about her 
brief life. Did Sadie take excursions on 
trains like “The Dolly” and “Rocky 

Doodle”? Did she visit the larger towns along the rails, such as Rock Island, Monmouth, Galesburg, 
Aurora, or Chicago? Did she go astray or fall prey?  

 

 BQ&C Depot New Windsor, Illinois, in 2015. Now a restaurant. Although the tracks are long since removed, note the crossing 
lights still in place. Google Photo. 

The “Dolly” was running backwards when the tender derailed 27 March 
1909. The Engineer was scalded to death. 



Sarah Elizabeth “Sadie” Cooksey was born in or near New Windsor, Rivoli Township, Mercer County, 
Illinois, in 1904.44 She was the fourth child and first daughter of George W. Cooksey and Hester Martin, 
George’s second wife.45 George was 50 and Hester was 27 when Sarah (Sadie is the diminutive of Sarah) 
was born. George was a “wage earner” as a “chopper” in the wood cutting industry. The family was 
renting their home by 1910, though they had owned a farm with a mortgage in 1900 when George’s 
listed occupation was “farmer”.  

George Cooksey had been born in 
Cumberland County, Kentucky, in 
1852 His parents Samuel Cooksey 
and Elizabeth Riddle Cooksey 
removed to Mercer County Illinois 
is about 1856. George first married 
a Swedish immigrant, Ida Stonefelt, 
in Knox County, Illinois, (adjacent to 
Mercer County) on 25 July 1873. 
Ida died in 1880. George and Ida 
had one child born 25 June 1875, 
also named Sarah. That Sarah 
Cooksey died in Mercer County on 
5 February 1877.  

George and Hester, married in 
1894, had lost a child (male) by 1900, name unknown, either before or after James A. Cooksey was born 
in 1898 (according to the 1900 census).46 

The proof that Sadie’s birth occurred at or near the village of New Windsor, Rivoli Township, is clouded 
just a little by the need for inference.  

First, “New Windsor” is now just “Windsor” on modern maps. However, in 1904 both the railroad 
station and the post office were called “New Windsor.”47 The Bank in Windsor was built in about 1910 
and offers conclusive physical evidence of the town’s dual identity. Therefore, the 1910 census, coupled 
with the geographic clues contained in the reports of her death, comprise hard evidence that Sadie was 
born in or near New Windsor in 1904. 

                                                            
44 The following quotation is from the entry for Sadie Cooksey in find-a-grave: “Home listedn [sic] on Illinois Deaths and Stillbirths 
as "near Mindsen, IL", possibly meant New Minden, IL, SE of St. Louis.” Much more likely the poorly legible entry was “New 
Windsor, IL.” George, Hester, and son James Cooksey are enumerated in the 1900 census in “New Windsor Town”, Rivoli 
Township. 
45 Year: 1910; Census Place: Rivoli, Mercer, Illinois; Roll: T624_311; Page: 9A; Enumeration District: 0080; FHL microfilm:1374324. 
One of the frustrations of modern historical research is a complication of one of its most powerful tools: the digital search 
engine. Optical character reading of handwriting is inaccurate, and even the printed character is often misread due to poor initial 
composition, or more often, due to poor reproduction. The search engine read George H. Cooksey as “George W. Caulesey”. As a 
result, the 1910 entry was not discovered by the search engine. Sarah E. Cooksey is on the second line of the next page below her 
brother William, identified as a “Conksey.” Comparison with other decennial census entries by name, age and location makes it 
virtually certain that the 1910 entries are those of the Cooksey family recorded by the census taker on April 29-30, 1910. 
46 1910 census for George Cooksey 
47 Adams JN: Illinois Place Names, Springfield, Il, 1989. p548.  

“New” Windsor Bank in 2014 (author’s collection) 



Second, two of Sadie’s siblings were born in New Windsor. Although by 1924 Sadie still had many 
relatives in or near New Windsor, her father George had died in 1917 and her mother by 1920 had 
remarried William T. Coultis and had moved to nearby Galesburg, Illinois.  Hester Cooksey and Sadie’s 
nine-year-old sister Georgia were living in Galesburg in 1920. Sixteen-year-old Sadie was not living with 
her mother when the 1920 census was taken. Where was she? 

In 1920 Sadie’s orphaned eighteen-
year-old first cousin Martha was living 
along with their elderly Uncle William 
Cooksey in the home of their cousin, 
Elihu Young.48 Elihu Young’s mother 
was Sadie’s Aunt Sarah Ann Cooksey 
Young. But both Aunt Sarah and her 
husband, Joseph Young, had died, 
Aunt Sarah in 1912 and Joseph Young 
in 1898. Another of Sadie’s Aunts 
(Clarissa Cooksey) had married Joseph 
Young’s younger brother David, who 
owned a 120-acre farm just southwest 
of New Windsor in 1915.49 Clarissa 
died in May 1920, and David Young 
had died in 1917.   

The sibship of Sadie’s father George 
W. Cooksey included 2 girls and 5 
boys. Nothing is known about James, 
born in 1834, or Israel, born in 1835. 
The rest came to Western Illinois in 
the early 1850’s with their parents 
Samuel Cooksey and Mary Elizabeth 

Riddle Cooksey and settled in and around eastern Mercer County. Of note, the mother of Wyatt Earp 
and his brothers was a Cooksey from Kentucky. The brothers were born in Monmouth, Illinois, a town 
that figures in Sadie Cooksey’s story.50 

Sadie’s mother, Hester Martin, was born in Oxford Township, Henry County, in 1876. Hester’s father, 
Allen Martin, died in 1879 at the age of 27 when Hester was only three. He is buried in the Henderson 
Cemetery in nearby Knox County, about 12 miles southeast of New Windsor. Oxford Township of Henry 
County is bordered by Rio Township of Knox County to the south and Rivoli Township of Mercer County 
to the west.  

                                                            
48 Just as the Cooksey family census entry in 1910 was split by a page break, so was the 1920 Young family entry.  
49 Plat Map of Rivoli Township in Atlas of Mercer and Henderson Counties, 1914. 
50 Wyatt Earp’s mother was Virginia Ann Cooksey Earp. Wyatt was named by his father Nicholas for Captain Wyatt Berry Stapp, 
leader of "Stapp's Company," a cavalry regiment of mounted volunteers from Warren, County, Illinois during the Mexican-
American War. https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Wyatt-earp-mother.jpg  

Marriage License of Hester Martin and George Cooksey 

https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Wyatt-earp-mother.jpg


The area was settled by many Kentuckians and Swedes/Norwegians during the 1840’s and 50’s.51 
Hester’s grandfather, William Martin, was one of the Kentuckians who came to western Illinois via 
Indiana. William’s wife and Hester’s grandmother, Ester Sturgeon, also came from a Kentucky family. 
Hester’s mother was Mary Johnson, a daughter of a Norwegian emigrant. Mary was remarried in 1883 
to George Townsend. 

By 1920 all of Sadie’s nearby Cooksey aunts and uncles had died except for Uncle William (who lived 
until 1927), who apparently never married. Hester was an only child. Thus, virtually no possibility of 
family support for poor Sadie existed, except from her mother and stepfather. If Sadie had a relationship 
with her older brother James it was severed by James’ death in April 1919.52 

Of Sadie’s education nothing is known.53 Her 
mother was literate according to census 
tabulations, as was her father.  Sadie’s brothers 
James and Walter were reported as attending 
school and able to read and write in the 1910 
Census of Rivoli Township, Mercer County. Sadie’s 
younger sister Georgia was listed as attending 
school and able to read and write at the age of 12 
according to the 1920 census, when she was living 
at 547 S. Seminary Street in Galesburg, just east of 
the Knox College campus. 

 

For Sadie, the death of her father in 1917, when she was 13 
may have been a critical factor in what transpired over the 
next few years. Just considering the impact of the loss of his 
income on the family gives an indication of the severity of the 
blow. At least at the time the 1920 census was taken, Sadie 
was not found to be living with her mother and new 
stepfather. In fact, she has not been positively identified at all 
in the 1920 census.  

A girl named Sadie Cook was listed as an inmate at Geneva in 
the 1920 census, but she was listed as being black.54 Both 
Sadie Cooksey and her daughter Elizabeth Marie Cooksey 
were listed elsewhere as white.55  

                                                            
51 In 1846, a group of Swedish immigrants seeking religious freedom left their native land under the guidance of their charismatic 
spiritual leader, Erik Jansson. The site for their new utopia in Henry County was later called Bishop Hill. 
52 Illinois, Deaths and Stillbirths Index, 1916-1947 https://www.ancestry.com/family-
tree/person/tree/103574028/person/420026781435/facts  
53 A Geneva State School file, including test results, may reside in the archive said to exist at the St. Charles State School for Boys, 
but it has not been sought. 
54 1920 census. 
55 Elizabeth death record, Illinois, Deaths and Stillbirths Index, 1916-1947.  https://www.ancestry.com/family-
tree/person/tree/103574028/person/420026777643/facts Elizabeth’s cause of death was “convulsions”. Chicago Tribune 4 Aug 

Tombstone of George W Cooksey, New Windsor 
Cemetery from Find-a-Grave 

Hester Martin Cooksey in 1955 with her pipe, mother of Sadie  

George W. Cooksey Marker, New Windsor Cemetery, 
Find-A-Grave 

https://www.ancestry.com/family-tree/person/tree/103574028/person/420026781435/facts
https://www.ancestry.com/family-tree/person/tree/103574028/person/420026781435/facts
https://www.ancestry.com/family-tree/person/tree/103574028/person/420026777643/facts
https://www.ancestry.com/family-tree/person/tree/103574028/person/420026777643/facts


Just where and by whom Sadie Cooksey became pregnant is not certain. A newspaper account reported 
that she had been sent to Geneva from Monmouth, the County seat of Warren County. Another 
reported that her “parents” resided in the town of Alexis, which straddles the Warren-Mercer County 
line. 

If Sadie had been sent to Geneva by a court in Monmouth (as was reported in newspaper accounts), 
that fact does not prove that her troubles originated there.  

Attempts have been made to identify variables that influenced judicial decisions to institutionalize: 

“If it was the girl's first sex offense or if she had engaged in sexual relations with only one 
man, she was generally placed on probation. Here, the assumption (and hope) may have 
been that the relationship would culminate in marriage. But if a delinquent girl 
recommitted a sexual offense with more than one man or if she engaged in "promiscuous" 
sex (which was never defined), she was more often institutionalized. In cases of statutory 
rape, girls were more often placed on probation or had their cases dismissed. But girls who 
were victims of incest, at least 70 percent of them, were placed in institutions, most likely 
for their protection. Feebleminded girls, too, were more often institutionalized, although 
‘high grade defectives’ were often placed under the close supervision of probation officers 
or relatives.”56  

Elizabeth Marie’s birth record lists her father as one Martin Hopper. Sarah “Sadie” Cooksey had grown 
up in New Windsor, Mercer County, 20 miles northeast of Monmouth. Hoppers from Kentucky were 
among the early settlers in the latter town. One of the Hoppers (William) was a prominent citizen57 but 
another, Henry, died in the county alms home in Monmouth long after a sawmill accident left him 
disabled by his resulting head injury. He had lived for 27 years at the County Home.58 No Martin Hopper 
has been found in 1910 or 1920 censuses for Warren, Mercer, Knox, or Henry Counties. 

A search of the 1920 U.S. Federal Census does reveal a Martin Hopper living on Vincennes St. as a lodger 
on Chicago’s south side. He worked for the Borden Company as a driver. This Martin Hopper was from 
New York and he would have been 36 in 1923. A 1922 Chicago marriage record for a Martin Hopper and 
Anna Garney was also found.  

Yet, Martin was Sadie’s mother’s maiden name. Hopper was a Warren County name.  Obviously, 
Elizabeth had a father, and Sadie almost certainly was the source for his name on Elizabeth’s birth 
certificate. The name may have been Sadie’s invention. An invention made to protect the reputation of 

                                                            
2011, p 4-4. Agyepong, Tera Eva. The Criminalization of Black Children: Race, Gender, and Delinquency in Chicago's Juvenile 
Justice System, 1899-1945. Justice, Power, and Politics. Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 2018. Here Sadie Cooksey 
is conflated with Sadie Cook (age 15 from Arkansas in 1920 Il census and black) and Martin Hooper is described as a “34-year old 
white school maintenance man”. Both Sadie and Elizabeth Marie are listed as white on death records. Illinois, Deaths and 
Stillbirths Index, 1916-1947 https://www.ancestry.com/family-tree/person/tree/103574028/person/420026777681/facts 
56 Knupfer, Anne M. Reform and Resistence, Gender, Delinquency, and America's First Juvenile Court. New York and London: 
Routledge, 2001. p94. 
57 HOPPER, WILLIAM (deceased) - one of the pioneers of Warren County, was born in Bourbon County, Ky. Being an opponent of 
slavery, he freed his slaves and removed to Warren County, Ill., and located in Monmouth Township in 1837. In Kentucky he 
followed the trade of a tanner, but upon coming too Illinois he bought land and improved the farm occupied by Lafayette Marks. 
Among his household effects, upon his arrival in Warren County, was a cook stove which is believed to have been the first in the 
county. In Todd County, Ky., he married Miss Edith Harrison, of Rockingham County, Va. She was a cousin of General William 
Henry Harrison. Mr. Hopper died on his farm in Warren County. May 10, 1877, while his wife passed away December 11, 1865. 
58 (Obituary Henry Hopper 1887) OBITUARY. Monmouth Atlas 31 June 1887. p1. 



the father, or, perhaps, she did not know who the father was. Was Sadie’s pregnancy the result of a 
rape? 

Sadie’s mother was likely living in Alexis, Illinois in 1924 with her second husband. The town of Alexis is 
bisected by the county line between Mercer and Warren counties. Alexis, New Windsor, and Monmouth 
were all served by passenger rail. Sadie was said to have been sent to Geneva from Monmouth and that 
her parents were from Alexis. 

Was the tragic death of Sadie Cooksey the result of her nature or her nurture, or just plain bad luck? This 
question is another rhetorical one. Even if in possession of a stream of consciousness recording of her 
short life, a reconstruction is not possible to explain how and why she unconsciously formed her 
personal metaphors out of her experiences, or how she subsequently lived by those metaphors. Indeed, 
we do not even know if her death was an accident, a suicide, or a homicide. What little is known of the 
circumstances of her death are contained in a few terse newspaper accounts. 

Sadie delivered her daughter Elizabeth Marie in September 1923 at the hospital at the Elgin State 
Mental Health Facility, some ten miles up the Fox River from Geneva. This was the customary site for 
Geneva inmates in need of obstetric care.59 If she had been near term, possibly she was sent directly to 
the Elgin Hospital, and she and baby Elizabeth then came to Geneva. 

The Geneva Republican of August 1, 1924, page 3, was the report 
printed closest to the scene of Sadie’s involuntary residence and 
untimely death. Interestingly, Editor Charles Barily Mead got Sadie’s 
name wrong: “McCooksey”. The first paragraph is decent factual 
journalism, reporting where, when, and how Sadie died. Mead takes a 
stab at the exact circumstances and mechanism of death: “…while 
running away stumbled and fell over the rail.” Sadie was not really 
“anonymous” – Mead reported her parents lived in Alexis, Il.60 

The earliest newspaper report appeared below the fold on the front 
page of the Saturday, July 26, 1924, Rockford Republic, perhaps via a 
“stringer’s” account reported by telephone. Here Sadie Cooksey was 
“fleeing prison” in her blue checked uniform. She was sent “here” 
from Monmouth. “Here” makes it 
seem that the Republic had a source in 
Geneva.61  

Geneva lore (and published reports) held that the inmates residing on 
the campus on the hill overlooking the Fox River south of the railroad 
tracks were often assisted from their cottages by local men and boys in 
search of female companionship.62 Escapes from the Girls’ School were 

                                                            
59 Knupfer, p143. The State did fund the creation of a hospital with maternity and pediatric services, but until 1924.  
60 (State School Inmte Killed by Third Rail 1924) p1 
61 “Dies Fleeing Prison.” Rockford Republic 26 July 1924, p1. 
62 Journal of Illinois History Vol. 2, p22. The social strata in Geneva made the “east side” the wrong side of the Fox River. The east 
side girls’ school was also on the wrong side of the Chicago and Galena RR (now Union Pacific) tracks. The girls’ neighbors in the 
south east quadrant of Geneva were the paupers of the Kane County Poor farm that contained its own cemetery of forgotten 

Geneva Republican 1 August 1924, p3 

Rockford Republic 26 July 1924, p1 



common enough. Absences without leave undoubtedly sometimes, and perhaps often, went 
undetected.  

                                                            
souls. The Girls’ School ultimately became the east side’s toniest neighborhood with the bitterly ironic moniker “Fox Run”. 
Earlier, the Poor Farm had become Midway dump. Settlers’ Hill Landfill is adjacent. 



Both these newspaper accounts indicate Sadie was found dead in proximity to a third rail during the 
morning of Friday, July 25, 1924. While elevated and subway trains of that era frequently used an 
electrified third rail for traction power, such trolleys runni 

ng at grade most often used overhead wires for power.63 City of Batavia authorities were said to have 
pleaded with the CA&E RR officials to convert to overhead wires after a series of tragedies.64 

The Geneva Republican reported Sadie had been electrocuted on the “Batavia branch of the Chicago, 
Aurora, and Elgin railroad.” The Batavia Branch of the CA&E (“Roarin’ Elgin”) originated at the east end 
of Batavia’s Wilson Avenue bridge over the Fox River and ran in a somewhat serpentine fashion, first  

                                                            
63 The author attended elementary school in Wayne, Illinois, in the 1950’s. The “Roarin’ Elgin” tracks bordered the school 
playground to the east. Of course, we were strongly admonished to stay well away from the “third rail”. And, of course, we 
didn’t. The main sport at trackside was to throw a straightened metal wire coat hanger on the third rail as a bridge to the second 
rail. The resulting pop and flash was amusing… briefly. All of us knew without further explanation the meaning of all the “third 
rail” metaphors we heard and read. Obviously, a tax increase was the third rail of politics, for example. 
64 Florence Pitz, the 9-year-old daughter of prominent Batavian Wendell Pitz, was picking flowers near the third rail in 1933 when 
she stumbled and fell on the third rail. She was resuscitated and taken to Community Hospital in Geneva. She narrowly survived 
the accident. After this occurred, an overhead wire replaced the third rail as far south as the Power House/Glenwood Park 
Station. The Batavia Historian.Vol39, #4, p1-3. 



south along the River for a couple of miles and then angled east and then south again to Eola65 where it 
joined the CA&E Aurora Branch.   

Death from contact with third rail was a well-known danger in 1924.  If Sadie’s premeditated intent had 
been suicide by third rail she need not have trudged the four miles through the dark and mosquito 
infested woods along the east bank of the Fox River to the Batavia Branch of the CA&E. Two closer 
options were available.  

AE&FVE (Aurora, Elgin, and Fox Valley Electric Company) tracks were just across the Fox River from the 
girls’ school, running along the Fox’s west bank. And Colonel Fabyan had built (and rebuilt after the 1916 
flood) a bridge across the Fox to link together his estate that straddled the river.   

Sadie could have walked along the non-electrified C&NW RR spur track on the east bank just down the 
hill from the school, past Fabyan’s “temple of junk” warehouse to below his Dutch windmill to his 
bridge, marked by a light house illuminated by power from the third rail, and crossed to a track with a 
third rail right on the riverbank.66 That journey would have been only about 3000 feet. 

Another third rail, also about 3000 feet away, was located at the corner of State Street and Bennett 
Street on the east end of Geneva bridge over the Fox River. The Geneva Branch of the CA&E crossed the 
bridge and turned north on Bennet St. for about three blocks and then angled east up the hill to join the 
Elgin Branch.  

Instead, Sadie had trudged about three miles before she met her death, ironically very near the 
powerhouse south of Batavia that provided the electricity for the third rail system. She may have started 
south on the C & NW RR spur that ran along the east bank of the Fox River all the way to almost Wilson 
Street in Batavia. The CA&E electric trolley started on the Batavia Branch just south of Wilson. 

So, if the Republican and Republic accounts are accepted factually, Sadie may have been headed home 
to Alexis or back to Monmouth, both near Galesburg and New Windsor, by trying to reach the 
Burlington RR Terminal in Aurora via the CA&E. (If Sadie had been headed to Chicago, the CA&E Geneva 
Branch was closer and a more direct route.)  

Sadie probably left Geneva after dark, and likely no train would have departed Batavia until the 
morning.67 So even if Sadie had money for the fare,68 she would need to walk to Eola69 and the busy 
Aurora Branch. There she could have taken the CA&E east to Chicago or west to Aurora. 

                                                            
65 The origin of the name “Eola” is uncertain. Locals claimed is stood for “end of line Aurora”. However, the elevated platform 
there, which was basically a milk pickup stop, was not the end of the Burlington Line. Before it was Eola, the village had been 
called Belt City and Lund’s Station. Illinois Place Names p356. (Adams 1989) 
66 Col. Fabyan himself had an interest in the juvenile justice system, having established a home for wayward boys in Chicago years 
earlier. Fabyan Cottage existed at the Geneva Girls’ School, named to honor the Cottage’s benefactors George and Nell Fabyan. 
The Colonel was reported to have been a frequent visitor to the school and the rotund six-foot five-inch Fabyan customarily 
announced his large presence by bellowing: “Where are all my daughters?”  
67 The Batavia branch experienced little traffic and may have been primarily used as convenient transport for railroad officials to 
the Batavia powerhouse.   
68 Inmates received a nominal wage for their labor, but medical expenses were deducted, and Sadie had a baby. Elizabeth Marie 
delivered on 25 Sept 1919 at the Elgin State Hospital. She died there on 11 February 1924 of “convulsions”. Elizabeth had been 
buried at the girl’s school cemetery. 
69 Just north of Eola at the point where the Batavia Branch terminated at the Aurora and Chicago line is about 7 miles by Sadie’s 
CA&E track route from the campus of the Illinois State Industrial School for girls, as it was called in 1924. Or she could have 
walked a bit further in distance but straight south on Route 25 to the Burlington Station in Aurora, a distance of about 9 miles, 



The Sycamore True Republican of Wednesday, July 30, 1924, on page 1, above the fold, identified quite 
precisely the site of Sadie’s demise. Her body reportedly bore no marks (which seems unlikely as 

electrical burns would have been present in addition 
to injuries from the supposed fall).70 Alone in the 
dark, did she stumble and fall? Or was she pushed? 
Or did a lonely and desperate state of mind, perhaps 
exacerbated by post-partum depression, cause an 
impulsive act of self-destruction? 

A similar tragedy eight years prior to Sadie’s demise 
offers more details of what might have happened to 
Sadie. 

Zoe Priddy, a 15-year-old escaped Geneva inmate, 
died on the same CA&E RR “death rail” as had Sadie, 

and the two died not more than a few hundred yards apart. Sadie met her demise on the third rail near 
the CA&E Power House east of Hart’s Crossing. Zoe Priddy suffered the same fate on the night of 
September 6th, 1912, very near that crossing. 

Zoe Priddy, Vida Thompson and Lulu Johnson were trustees. Their good behavior earned them residency 
in the Fabyan Cottage, the honor cottage, from which the screens had been removed from the windows 
as an indication of the trust afforded them. George and Nell Fabyan were the sponsors of the cottage 
that bore their name. Besides trust, the residents of Fabyan Cottage were rewarded with gifts from the 
Fabyans that included food, furnishings, and cash prizes for academic achievements.71 

The Fabyans had donated a piano, furniture, and other amenities for their cottage’s first floor day room. 
It was from the unscreened window of that day room that the three fugitives jumped late in the 
afternoon of Friday, September 6th, 1912. A detailed description the tragedy was published by the 
Executive Secretary of the Illinois Charities Board, A.L. Bowen.72 

The fugitives scurried toward the east bank of the Fox River, but they had been seen. They managed to 
elude their pursuers by hiding in the scrub brush along the river bank until dark. Then they took to the 
woods and headed south. Eventually they, too, reached the tracks of the CA&E south of Batavia. They 
had “…thence hit the public road and proceeded for two hours or more until they came to the railroad.” 
So eventually they, too, reached the tracks of the CA&E south of Batavia, apparently via Hart Road. 

They had hoped to reach a town by following the tracks. The two survivors of the affair reported that 
the darkness caused them to stumble while walking on the RR ties. Zoe had pointed out that there were 
three rails, being unaware the third one carried 6000 volts. She suggested the three hold hands for 
balance and walk the rails. 

                                                            
and perhaps that was her plan since she died before she came to the point where the tracks crossed the road. Discovery would 
have been more likely on the road portion of that route, but the “escape” of a single Geneva inmate would not have triggered a 
massive “man” hunt. Nearby towns’ police were typically notified of the event, but not immediately. 
70 “Runaway Girl Killed on Third Rail.” Sycamore True Republican p1 30 July 1924, p1. 
71 The Fabyans offered similar prizes to the boys in the St. Charles School. 
72 (Bowen 1912) op cit, p62-65 



Apparently, this strategy was successful only very briefly. After a few steps a blue flash occurred, and all 
three girls fell unconscious to the ground. Zoe landed draped over the third rail. Lulu and Vida fell away 

from contact with the “death rail”, as they subsequently called it. Lulu and Vida called out to Zoe but 
received no answer. In a state of panic the two set off for the nearby farmhouse of John F. Melcher,73 a 
68-year-old farmer of German parentage.  

Melcher was a Civil War veteran who saw action with the 17th Indiana Regiment. The 17th was mounted 
and equipped with Spencer repeating rifles in May 1863. Shortly thereafter the Regiment was heavily 
engaged at bloody Chickamauga, where it received and inflicted heavy casualties. John Melcher 
probably saw his share of carnage. What he was about to see was horrific, even to a combat veteran. 
Shortly after Vida and Lulu left the scene of the catastrophe the last trolley for the night rumbled around 
the curve of the Batavia to Eola line at about 40 miles per hour.  

The crew was aware that they had struck something on the tracks, but thought it was either a dog or a 
piece of paper. Of course, it had been Zoe, probably already dead via electrocution. Some accounts 
reported she was killed by the train.74 Her body was mutilated with lower limbs severed, torso gashed 
open and head lacerated. One hand was not found until the next day. 

Mr. Bowen wrote: “There are features of this case which charity both for the living and the dead forbids 
me to publish.” He did give the poignant letter from Zoe’s mother and Grandmother in its entirety: 

 

                                                            
73 Melcher’s farm was close by to the Hart brother’s farms for whom Hart Road and its RR crossing had been named. 
74 Wire services distributed the news which was briefly reported near and far and embellished in differing ways. The account that 
most closely follows the facts published later after Bowen’s investigation was that of the Sycamore True Republican. 



“Dear MISS ELLIOT—We have buried all that 
is earthly of Zoe Priddy, 1921, and after going 
through her little trinkets have missed some 
of the books we brought her on our visit, 
some of the soap, two photo post cards, and 
she told us she had some of her citizen's 
clothes which she took there with her and 
some money we have sent her from time to 
time. If she has given any of these things to 
her friends and playmates, we are more than 
willing for them to have them but if they 
were only overlooked in the hurry and 
confusion, they would be dear to a lonely 
mother and grandmother. “Thanking you for 
your kindness to our child, also to us when 
we visited her, we remain, Your friends, Mrs. 
GEORGE STRINGER, Mrs. PET[TUS] PRIDDY.” 

The usually reliable Sycamore True Republican 
reported that Zoe was an orphan.75 The report of 
A.L. Bowen did erroneously aver that her father had 
been killed in a terrible railroad accident, but his 
report also included the letter from Zoe’s mother 
and grandmother. Both Zoe’s parents survived her, 
her father by decades. Pettus Priddy died in 1940, 
though a photo shows a badly deformed right ear 
consistent with the reported accident. Zoe’s 
heartbroken mother, whose poignant letter 
requesting Zoe’s effects was included in Bowen’s 
report, died in 1915.76 

Bowen’s report included testimony from the two 
survivors that indicated they had been totally unfamiliar with the dangers of a third rail. Zoe was from 
“downstate” Carterville, Illinois, about 300 miles south of Geneva on the famed Illinois Central RR. 

  

                                                            
75 “Killed on Third Rail,” Sycamore True Republican, 11 September 1912. 
76 “THE STORY OF FOUR GIRLS AT GENEVA. THE REPORT OF AN INVESTIGATION MADE BY A L BOWEN, EXECUTIVE SECRETARY OF 
THE STATE CHARITIES COMMISSION.” THE INSTITUTION QUARTERLY V01. III. No 4, Springfield, Illinois, Dec. 31, 1912. p63-7. 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Both Sadie and Zoe died during “The Silly Season.”77  The weeks of late summer and early autumn when 
the English Parliament was not in session were first dubbed “the silly season” by The Saturday Review of 
London in 1861.78 Those dog days of summer were purported to be a time when tasks were placed in 
“feebler hands” while their masters were on holiday “…wielding the gun on a Scotch moor or the 
Alpenstock on a Swiss mountain.”  

                                                            
77 “Silly Season” (Editorial), Woman’s World, p2, 1909; (Bell 1911) p249-252 
78 “The Silly Season.” The Saturday Review, London, 13 July 1861, p37. 



Forrest Crissey’s 1909 “Silly Season” editorial in Woman’s World was reprinted in its entirety by Rev. Bell 
in Fighting the Traffic in Young Girls. Crissey warned that the vacation excursion season was also a time 
when judgement could become flawed and parental oversight diminished.  

“But there is another and a darker side to this matter of Summer silliness. Not long ago, in 
the Woman's World, Mrs. Ophelia L. Amigh, superintendent of the Illinois State Training 
School for Girls, at Geneva, Illinois, warned our readers that the runaway marriage is a 
favorite trick of the White Slaver.79 Mrs. Amigh knows what she is talking about when she 
says this. The White Slaver haunts the excursion boat, makes love to the girl whose head is 
turned with silly notions about romantic courtships and marriages; he takes her to a Justice 
of the Peace or a "marrying parson" of the excursion resort type, and a ceremony is 
performed. Then they go to the big city and she is sold into a slavery worse than death! This 
sounds sensational, but it has happened so many times that it is a tame and threadbare 
tale to those who know the dark things of metropolitan life, the black and ugly secrets of 
the Under World.” 

 
Why was Sadie sent to Geneva from Monmouth? Judges were reluctant to specify the exact 
transgression “punishable at law” that caused them to commit a girl or young woman to Geneva. Even 
without knowledge of her case record, the probability was that Sadie’s “transgression” was sexual in 
nature, even if she had been the victim of the forced transgression of another. “Immorality” and 
“Incorrigibility” accounted for 85% of the Geneva admissions. Larceny accounted for a scant 5%. 

Sadie Cooksey and her infant daughter Elizabeth repose permanently on Geneva’s east side in an 
ungated fenced cemetery on what had been the site of the campus of the Geneva School for Girls. 
Unlike Zoe Priddy, no family (nor father) came forward to claim the remains of Sarah Elizabeth Cooksey 
or her daughter Elizabeth Marie. We know so little about who they were. We can know nothing of what 
Sadie and Elizabeth might have become. 
 

                                                            
79 Bell, op cit. p117-126; (Amigh 1911) Amigh O. in Bell, op cit, “VIII. More About the Traffic in Shame, in Fighting the Traffic in 
Young Girls.”Chicago, 1911. 

Marker outside the Geneva Girl's School Cemetery.   
Sadie Cooksey lost her way, or it was stolen from her. 

Elizabeth Marie Cooksey was innocent. 



 
The woods are lovely, dark and deep,  

But I have promises to keep.  
And miles to go before I sleep.  
And miles to go before I sleep. 

                                               Robert Frost 
 

 

 
 


