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I 
 

ROBERT B. DOBBINS 
(1773-1854) 

 
 Somewhere back in Virginia, probably in Augusta County, James Dobbins married Elizabeth 
Stephenson.  If a marriage record exists, it has managed to stay hidden for a long time.  However, James 
and Elizabeth owned land in Augusta County, Virginia, which they later sold.i  Their first son, born on 
August 23, 1773, was Robert B. Dobbins.ii  Their second child, son John, was born two years later.       
 
 Sometime around 1780, the family moved south, stopping in South Carolina.  Settling in the old 
96th District, James took up farming again.  More Dobbins children arrived: Mary, Elizabeth, Sarah, 
Jean and James Jr.   For a time the father served in the Revolutionary war as a foot soldier.iii   
 
 Much of what is known of Robert B. Dobbins’ life comes from papers generated at a 1911 
Dobbins family reunion in Ipava, Illinois.  Robert B. had been dead fifty-seven years.  Four of his 
grandsons, Robert, John Calvin Jr., Albert Newton, and David Theophilus Dobbins, old men themselves, 
attended the reunion.  David prepared a story about his grandfather, gathering information from what 
records the family possessed as well as from family tradition.  It is this story, written down and 
disseminated to the attendees, that sheds light on Dobbins’ life. 
 
 How close to the truth are these written stories?  It is difficult to know for sure.  The events as 
told certainly could have happened but from this distance in time it is best to simply recognize that if 
they are not exactly accurate, they undoubtedly are a good approximation.   
 

He [Robert B.] took advantage of all the education offered in the public schools at 
that time and later graduated from a South Carolina college, name unknown.  He 
wished to become a minister of the Gospel.  He persisted in having a college 
education, the best to be secured, and because there were no railroads then, he 
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walked 1300 miles to Princeton University in 1793, and there graduated September 
27, 1799.  His college diploma, yellow with age and written in Latin, is now in the 
possession of Mrs. Addie Miner, a granddaughter. This undertaking alone indicates 
the sterling qualities of our ancestor in his attitude toward education and all that it 
means in life. After graduation in 1799 he walked back to South Carolinaiv 

 
I have been unable to find a record of Robert B’s graduation.  At the time Robert attended, 

Princeton did not yet exist; it was then the College of New Jersey.  Neither Princeton Theological 
Seminary nor Princeton University has been able to locate a record of his attendance there.  I was 
advised that Dr. Samuel Stanhope Smith, who was College President during the time Robert B. attended, 
under some circumstances allowed certain students to obtain a degree apart from the regular 
arrangement.v  Robert B. Dobbins may have fit into this category.  If so, it could account for the lack of 
records, though an extant diploma would certainly seem to confirm that he did, in fact, attend and 
graduate. 
 

There was more to becoming a minister than just finishing academic studies. Robert B. Dobbins 
needed to be licensed by the Presbyterian Church, so upon his return to South Carolina he put himself 
under the oversight of the Second Presbytery of South Carolina.   The records of this 2nd Presbytery are 
in the Historical Foundation of the Presbyterian and Reformed Churches at Montreat, N.C.  The date on 
the first document that pertains to Robert B. Dobbins is September 24, 1800. vi 
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His exegesis, written in Latin, was “Whether the soul of all (men) is depraved at birth.”   
 
The next entry in the 2nd Presbytery minutes that pertains to Robert B. Dobbins is dated two years later, 
September 16, 1802.   
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vii 
 

In the Bradaway Church, Robert B. was examined on the Greek and Latin languages, 
geography, natural and moral philosophy, his moral character and his experience with God.  
The governing body gave approval and licensed him to preach the Gospel within the bounds 
of the Presbytery or “wherever he was called” and gave him his first preaching 
assignments.viii  Out he went. 
 

On April 4, 1804 he requested and received a dismission [release] from South 
Carolina 2nd Presbytery to join the Washington Presbytery of Kentucky, just across the Ohio 
River from Cincinnati.  

ix 
By this time, Robert B. was 31 years old.  He had a sweetheart, Catherine Alexander, 

whom he wished to marry.  The family reunion document tells what happened next. 
 

On September 25, 1804, at the age of thirty-one, he married her and moved with 
his bride to Felicity, Clairmont [Clermont] County, Ohio.  They had one horse, 
and moved all their worldly goods, including two feather beds, on this one beast 
of burden.  It does not require a very vivid imagination to picture this 
transportation.  They probably camped on the road as they went along.  They 
came through Cincinnati, at that time only a village.  They went up the river forty 
miles and bought a little farm two and a half miles from Felicity.x   
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Robert B. became a circuit riding Presbyterian preacher, with Indiana, Illinois and Ohio as his 
territory.  Peppered throughout the history books of those states are an amazing number of references to 
Presbyterian churches started by Rev. Dobbins.  Often where there were no churches established he held 
outdoor meetings or meetings in people’s homes.  Circuit preachers were also called on to perform 
marriages as they rode through the countryside. Records of many marriages throughout those three 
states appear in the County Marriage Books, with his name listed as officiating minister.   

 
His wife, Catherine, or Katy as he called her, managed the farming interests while her husband 

was off on his preaching tours.   At the completion of each circuit, Rev. Dobbins returned to his farm on 
the banks of Bullskin Creek in Clermont County.  During this time, he became the father of James 
Alexander (1805), Eliza (1807), Mary “Polly” (1809), John Calvin (1811), Robert Newton (1814), 
Amanda Jane (1818) and William Stevenson (1821).xi 

 
For thirty-one years Robert B. rode circuit.  As his own children grew up, the marriage books of 

Clermont County reflect Rev. Robert B. Dobbins performing marriage ceremonies for his own children.  
The first to be married was his oldest son James Alexander Dobbins to Elizabeth Perkins on December 
14, 1826.xii 
 

At the same time that Robert B. was ministering in southern Ohio, there was another Robert 
Dobbins also riding circuit.  These men can be distinguished by two facts: first, one did and one did not 
use a middle initial and second, one was a Methodist and the other a Presbyterian minister.  In reading 
the many records of this time and place, care must be taken to differentiate between the two. 

 
The early Presbyterians seemed to be a grim lot.  In fairness to them, however, I think what may 

appear as drudgery to one person may appear as a joyous burden to another.  In trying to learn a bit more 
about the faith and practice of Presbyterianism in early America, I came upon a very interesting book 
called The Great Doctor Waddel – pronounced Waddle by Dr. James MacLeod.  After finishing the 
book, it seemed to me that the Presbyterians would have given the Puritans a run for their money as to 
whose religion was most grim.  According to Dr. MacLeod,  

 
They were rigid and narrow, and their idea of sin often led them to meddle in 
relatively minor matters of taste.  They believed card playing, theater going, dancing, 
novels, cursing and adultery were evil – and not necessarily in that order.  Especially 
obsessed with Sabbath-keeping, they remembered the Sabbath day and kept it 
boring.  The last straw was that they seemed to be blind and deaf to the fine arts.  
Their early hymn-singing without instruments was called the “Presbyterian whine.”  
The interiors of their churches were totally unadorned lecture halls where out of front 
center arose an equally unadorned pulpit, behind which the ministers stood and 
bewailed the sins of Israel in sermons at least one hour long.   

 
In another place McLeod explains: 
 

This was Calvinism, not in theory, but in common social practice:  if a man 
prospered, he was living right; if things went poorly, God was angry over the man’s 
sins.  The prosperous were those who lived right, and the poor were those who 
deserved it.  God was behind the universe with reward in one hand, punishment in 
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the other.  Such a world view was deficient in analysis and abstraction, but it was 
rich in morality, imagery, and concrete action[…].xiii 
 
Rev. Robert B. Dobbins seemed to embody everything that Presbyterian affiliation meant.  He 

was a stern father and required obedience from his children both at home and at church.   
 

This story is told by a son [of Robert B. Dobbins].  It was customary then to have 
wood cut for Sunday use on Saturday by the boys.  At one time, when he was away 
on one of his long trips, the boys failed in this duty.  The father returned on 
Saturday and sent his son Will out to chop the needed wood.  He did not hear the 
axe, and went out to see what was the trouble and overheard the following 
soliloquy: “ R. B. D.  ‘Roaring Big Devil’ – this is a hell of a work.”  To the boy’s 
astonishment, the father appeared, saying, “Tut, tut, tut.  I’ll teach you to take your 
father’s name in vain – to the woodshed we’ll go.”  The reputation that ministers’ 
sons have these days seems to apply equally well to pioneer days. 
 
[Rev. Dobbins] was most strict as to Sunday observance.  The whole family fasted 
from 6:00 a.m. to sundown.  It is said by older relatives that the wife often slipped 
“eats” for the children into her handbag on starting for the all-day church session – 
unknown to her husband.xiv 
 
There are three other references I have found depicting Robert B’s demeanor that might be 

understood within the framework of early American Presbyterianism.  The first is from a Clermont 
(Ohio) History book, stating that the First Presbyterian Church of Williamsburg, Ohio, was founded in 
1808 and placed under the care of Rev. Robert B. Dobbins.   It goes on to say that “Father Dobbins 
continued in charge of the church until 1833.  He was an eccentric man, strong in his affections and 
positive in his hatreds.”xv   

 
The second was in a story printed in a small Ipava, Illinois church history book.  Member Phoebe 

Easley recalls as a small child “seeing Rev. Dobbins, known as ‘Granddad’ pass her house on the way to 
his church.  His long silken white hair took her attention.  She had heard a saying, ‘the year of thy House 
hath eaten me up.’  She didn’t know what it meant, but she ‘put that on Granddad’ and was frightened.  
She often would hide when she saw him coming.”xvi   And finally the last example is that Rev. Dobbins 
ordered “Against Slavery and Free Masonry” inscribed on his tombstone.  xvii   Even in his death, he 
wanted everyone to remember where he stood. 
 

In 1834 on one of his preaching trips, Robert B. found some land in Illinois that he liked, bought 
it and offered to give each of his married children 80 acres if they would move to Fulton County with 
him.  They all agreed.  The Family reunion documents tell the story this way:   Robert B. set out for 
Illinois by a southern route, intending to minister along the way.   A second party comprised of 17 
people – the Dobbins children and families – set out later on a northern route.  They had one five-horse 
team, one four-horse team, one light wagon with two horses for the women and children.  The route 
pursued was Felicity, Ohio, northwest through Ohio, to Shelbyville, Indiana.  They then went west 
through Indiana, crossing the Illinois line near Danville, overnight at “Busey Inn” which is today 
preserved in a park at Urbana as an old landmark.  They went on from Urbana, Illinois through territory 
where Champaign is located, along the state road to Leroy, Bloomington (a small village then), west to 
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Havana, crossing the river at that place. Upon meeting Robert B. at a pre-designated time and place, the 
family spent the winter in a log house in Vermont Township in Fulton County, and the following spring, 
1836, they settled on their own land.xviii 
 

Robert B. Dobbins was now sixty-three years old.  He and Katy lived with one of their sons.  
During his many years in Ohio, he had been active in both the temperance and anti-slavery causes. Due 
to his age, it was his sons who now became active participants in the Underground Railway. There are 
several stories written in the family reunion document that illustrate their involvement.   

 
“One time there were 17 Negroes in the house.  There was dancing and 

violin music.  Suddenly there was a knock at the door.  All disappeared up the 
ladder to the attic, except one lame woman, who was compelled to crouch in the 
corner of the big fireplace.  The caller was Uncle Sam Graham, an elder in the 
Presbyterian Church, a Kentuckian by birth.  He came on church business.  After 
the business was transacted, Grandfather [referring to RBD’s son John] went out 
in the yard with him and said to him, “Sam, you have caught me tonight.”  Mr. 
Graham said, “John, you need not fear – we are brethren.  This is as far as it will 
go.’ And it was. 
 

“Another incident was told by the sons.  A white man with four slaves 
got lost on his way to Grandfather’s.  Daylight overtook him and he finally 
inquired the way from one of Grandfather’s neighbors.  The latter watched the 
wagon pass down the road, and finally saw four black, curly heads above the 
wagon bed – but he, too, made no report.”xix 

 
And a final report comes from the “History of McDonough County”, the county which abuts 

Fulton County on the west. 
 

“A little son of Mr. Dobbins, about eight or nine years old, near Ipava, 
Fulton County, while a number of Negroes were hid in his father’s barn, was 
sent regularly to carry them their food.  On one occasion his mother had 
prepared the Negroes’ dinner, and placing it upon a tray, started her little boy 
with it to the barn.  As he opened the door on the porch he observed three or 
four neighboring women.  To either go forward or return would excite their 
suspicions, and quick as thought he began whistling for the dogs.  The mother 
hearing him, and divining his reason, called out to him, “Don’t throw that out to 
the dogs.  Bring it back here; that’s good.”  The boy quickly returned, and the 
unwelcome visitors never suspected anything wrong.”xx 

 
The Dobbinses had barely settled onto their own property when on June 25, 1836, Rev. Robert 

B. Dobbins was appointed to organize a Church at Bennington, IL [later renamed Ipava.].  The original 
session minutes still in existence note the following people presented certificates of membership in the 
Church:    

Timothy Robinson and Mary Robinson, his wife. 
    James Dobbins and Elizabeth Dobbins, his wife. 
    John C. Dobbins and Harriet Dobbins, his wife. 
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    A. J. Foster and Sarah Foster, his wife. 
    Catherine Dobbins 
    Amanda Jane Dobbins 
    Abraham Miller and Mary Gage Miller, his wife. 
    Elizabeth Miller 
    William Thomas and Eliza Thomas, his wife. 
    Jacob Zoll. 
 
Robert B. Dobbins was elected as Moderator of the session.  Nearly all of the founding members were 
his family.xxi 
 

The records of the session meetings of the early Bennington Church are full of interesting details 
of the lives of the members.  Of particular interest to me is what appears on page 3 of the session 
minutes.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Here are three of the four Dobbinses we are considering in this family history.  It is my great-
grandfather who is being baptized. 
 

In October of that same year, 1837, the session minutes note that Certificates of Dismission and 
Recommendations were given to James A. Dobbins and Eliza, his wife.  There is no indication of where 
his son and family were going, but there is a later record that on June 13, 1841, James A. and Eliza 
Dobbins returned to the church and were received again as members.   
 

In the church Rev. Dobbins was a firm and strict disciplinarian.  His family received no special 
treatment.  On January 6th, 1838 his son-in-law William Thomas, husband of daughter Eliza, came in for 
some correction:  “William Thomas, being also present acknowledged that he had been guilty of using 
profane language and of drinking spirituous liquors to excess; and that he did not allow himself to do so 
(sic).  This acknowledgement not being quite satisfactory to Session, they suspended their judgment 
until a proper occasion should call for it.”  Two and one-half months later, Abraham Miller, husband of 
daughter Mary, was called on the carpet, “Abraham Miller appeared before Session and confessed that 
he had been guilty of the sin of profane language, for which he was sorry, and asked the forgiveness of 
the Church, which was granted, and he was continued in the Communion of the Church.” 
 

Four years later, in 1842, “the case of William Thomas was taken up which had not been decided 
before, and after consideration and observation of his conduct for four years, find no ground to hope for 
repentance or reformation; therefore judge that he ought to be suspended from the communion of the 
Church and he is hereby suspended from the privileges thereof until he give satisfactory evidence of 
repentance.”   
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At that same meeting, the Session decided that they had unfinished business with Abraham 
Miller for neglecting the ordinances of God’s house and neglecting family worship.  He was cited to 
attend the March 12th meeting in Rev. R. B. Dobbins house to receive a copy of the charges and 
citations for witnesses if he wished them, or to answer to the charges if he chose to do so at that time, 
and that the Moderator (RBD) serve the citation. 
 

On March 12, Abraham Miller appeared once again before the Session:   
 

(He) being present, was asked by the session if he wished to receive a copy of the 
charges and citations for witnesses.  He replied that he wished to hear the charges 
read a second time.  Which was done.  He acknowledged the facts stated in the 
charges, but denied that he was under obligations to maintain family worship, and 
said the Session could not prove it from the bible or Confession of Faith.  Session 
labored with him for two hours to convince him of his error, when he replied that 
he considered he had defended himself in what he had said.  He rose up and said 
there was a great deal of hypocrisy in family worship, and a great deal of 
devilishness carried on in it, and left the house.  Session decided that from his own 
acknowledgements he ought to be suspended from the communion of the Church.  
And he is hereby suspended until he gives satisfactory evidence of repentance.xxii 

 
It is hard to imagine what kind of conflict these difficulties with his sons-in-law created in the 

family.  I feel quite sure, though, that Rev. Dobbins thought his position was right and he held firmly to 
it, regardless of the fact that these men were married to his beloved daughters.  He was, after all, a 
Presbyterian! 
 

The last entry in R. B. Dobbins’ handwriting is dated 3 January 1847.  Sometime between 1847 
and his death in 1854, Rev. Dobbins had a falling out with the Presbytery.  Back in 1842 Rev. Dobbins, 
as moderator for the Session, had brought up for discussion at the February meeting “the decision of the 
General Assembly of the Presbyterian Church in the United States that ‘the buying, selling and holding 
of Slaves for the sake of gain is a heinous sin and scandal’ and it was decided that “this Session 
[Bennington] held that it ought to be abandoned immediately” [italics mine].  There were several other 
resolutions put forward regarding slavery that approved of certain actions taken by the governing 
ecclesiastical bodies, as well as two resolutions that only concerned the Bennington Church: no 
slaveholder could be a member the Church, and no slaveholder could preach in the pulpit of this Church.   

 
Immediately after this resolution is an entry in the Session book that states, “Examined and 

approved by the Presbytery of Peoria with the following exception, ‘…and this session hold that it ought 
to be abandoned immediately.’”   The Presbytery was the governing body of all the sessions within its 
assigned area, and I imagine their disapproval couldn’t have sat well with Rev. Dobbins.   Within a few 
years, Rev. Dobbins, according to the Family reunion papers, seceded from the Presbyterian Church on 
account of dissension regarding slavery, and became a Cumberland Presbyterian.  The Harris Church 
was a Cumberland Presbyterian organization.”xxiii  Perhaps the “disapproval” taken by the Peoria 
Presbytery was the genesis of this change. 
 

Robert B. Dobbins’ beloved wife Katy died in 1849, and Robert B. followed her in 1854.  They 
are buried in the Dobbins Cemetery in Vermont Township, Fulton County, Illinois.   Two of the sons, 
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John Calvin and Robert Newton lie in the cemetery, along with their families.  The youngest son 
William, the “Will” who got whipped in the woodshed, died from wounds suffered in Nashville, TN 
during the Civil War and is buried in the cemetery.  William (the irascible) and Eliza Thomas lie there 
with their family. Abraham (the unrepentant) and Mary Miller lie there, along with their family.  
Amanda and Jacob Miller lie there along with their family.  Conspicuously missing is the only child who 
did not remain in Illinois, James Alexander Dobbins, the one who always seemed to be roaming 
somewhere.     
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II 
 

JAMES ALEXANDER DOBBINS 
1805-1873 

 
 James Alexander Dobbins, oldest son of Robert B. Dobbins, received a letter of Dismission from 
his home church in Fulton, Illinois, and headed off somewhere with his wife and daughter Caroline 
Kinsey in 1856, according to the Session minutes.  James A. left no family bible and no notes from a 
family reunion, but with the census and other records available to genealogists, his family can be 
reconstructed to show that he and Elizabeth had the following children:  Robert Gaston (1828), Paulina 
Jane (1829), Elizabeth Caroline (1831), and James Sellers Dobbins (1836.)   All but James were born in 
Ohio. 
 
 I have researched the lives of all four children and there are some very interesting stories to tell 
about them.  But first I must say that James Sr. has been as difficult to trace as his father was easy.  As 
the oldest son, he must have borne a major responsibility in the household during all those years when 
his father was off on his preaching tours.  There was a time after he married when several of his younger 
siblings lived with him on property near to his father’s. (The county line went right through their 
land.)xxiv  I have no doubt that he was a dutiful son and did as his father instructed, but his pattern of 
leaving home once in 1837 and returning in 1841, only to leave again after Robert B.’s death – as well 
as leaving such light footsteps everywhere he went – makes me feel he really was somewhat of a loner.   
 
 While still in Illinois, James A. and his wife Elizabeth experienced two sad events.  First, their 
oldest son Robert Gaston Dobbins died at the age of 23 after a short illness in 1851.  His father 
administered the estate, which included items his son had bought for resale, as well as some notes he 
was holding with various due dates.  The estate wasn’t fully settled until 1856.   
 The other unfortunate event during his time in Illinois was the marriage of their daughter 
Elizabeth Caroline Dobbins (called Caroline) to Claudius Kinsey in 1849xxv and their subsequent 
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divorce in 1855.  In her divorce petition Caroline charged that two years previously Claudius had 
abandoned her, leaving for whereabouts unknown.  The divorce was uncontested and ultimately granted 
by the Fulton County court.xxvi  In 1853, she joined the Bennington Presbyterian Church, and when her 
family left to go out west, Caroline also asked for a letter of Dismission so she could go with them. 
 
 The three surviving children of James Alexander Dobbins have very interesting stories 
surrounding their lives.  I will spend some time with each of the girls, before I go on the James Sellers 
Dobbins, the youngest child and the third of the four Dobbins generations I am dealing with. 
 

The oldest daughter in this Dobbins family, Paulina Jane, married Levi Sperry in Fulton County 
in 1850.  Their first child was Emma, who died at the age of 9 months and was buried in the Dobbins 
Cemetery.  In 1854 they had their second child, a daughter named Unitia.  That they left Illinois with the 
James A. Dobbins party can be noted from the following biography in Andreas’ History of Kansas, 
Douglas County: 
 

L. J. SPERRY, farmer and old settler, section 13, P.O. Lawrence, settled on his 
present place in 1856 and is now operating his original quarter-section in mixed 
farming. In the spring of 1856, in company with his father-in-law [James A. Dobbins, 
father of Paulina], he started for Dallas, Texas.  In Missouri they overtook Joel 
Thomas and his father-in-law and Dr. Rankin; the party kept together through to 
Leavenworth, where they arrived June 5, 1856.  The subject of our sketch then looked 
around the country and liked it so well that he abandoned the idea of going to Texas, 
and finally bought the claim which he afterwards pre-empted, and on which he now 
resides. xxvii 
 

The Dobbinses all settled in Douglas County, Kansas.  The Sperrys staked a claim just 
east of Lawrence on the Kaw river and the rest about 11 miles south of Lawrence near a small 
town named Prairie City.   
 
 The remainder of the entry on Levi Sperry reads as follows: 
 

Mr. Sperry was married in Fulton County, Illinois August 12, 1850 to Miss Paulina, 
daughter of James A. Dobbins, Esq.  They have four children living – Watson, James, 
Nellie Dicy (now Mrs. Charles Perry), and Lillie. 
 

 Readers who are not genealogists may not be aware that these County Histories that were so 
prevalent in the 1880s were dependent on local citizens themselves for supplying the biographies that 
were printed in the books.  No one ever presented an uncomplimentary write-up him or herself, and 
often times the person’s qualities were vastly exaggerated to present a glowing picture of an exemplary 
citizen.  Somehow, the written word is often thought of as “truth”, but there may be more to it than 
meets the eye.  On occasion, what is written is just a downright lie. 
 

Sperry’s biography certainly seems straightforward enough.  One would assume that little Unitia 
died and that an additional four children were born who lived at least to the date this book was published 
(1885).  However, there is one major discrepancy in this biography that I learned about because I 
happened to take a trip to Lawrence, Kansas, and went nosing about in the Oak Hill Cemetery east of 
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town.  I found tombstones for Paulina Jane Sperry who died in childbirth in May of 1857, a tiny 
tombstone for the baby who died one month later.  And another tiny stone for Unitia, who died in 1865.  
.   
 
 
 
 
 
 . 
 
  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

This picture tells the truth about the life of Paulina.  Contrary to Levi’s biography in the History 
of Kansas book, Paulina Sperry did not give birth to Watson, James, Nellie Dicy and Lillie. 

 
Under ordinary circumstances, the story of why Levi J. Sperry made up such a blatant lie would 

not be included in a book about Dobbins descendants.  But since the circumstances are so bizarre, and 
since he remained friends with the Dobbinses, it would seem appropriate to tell that story here. 
 

At Pauline’s death, Levi obviously needed a mother for little Unitia.  There were no relatives 
living close by to help out, so it is not unusual that he married a neighbor, Nancy Anderson.  In the 
ensuing years, Levi and Nancy gave birth to four children, Watson, James, Nellie Dicy, and Lillie.  In 
1885, just about the time Andreas was getting ready to publish his History of Kansas, Nancy sued her 
husband Levi J. Sperry for divorce.  It was a rancorous divorce, fought tooth and nail in print on the 
front page of the Lawrence newspaper.  He accused her of being crabby on wash day.  She accused him 
of trying to kill her with an axe.  He accused her of taking the sides of the children in arguments.  She 
said he tried to choke her.  The judge said he couldn’t understand why these two old folks (57 and 47) 
couldn’t settle their differences and just get along.  But they couldn’t and Nancy was awarded the 
divorce.   
 

But this wasn’t the end.  The children had testified in court on behalf of their mother.  Levi was 
mightly irked and in writing his little biography for Andreas, effectively made Nancy non-existent. 
 

He also made out a new will, stating that because his children had caused him such humiliation 
and embarrassment, both socially and financially, he would leave his children the sum of one dollar 
each, and they would receive it after he died only if they came to the executrix and asked for it.  Then he 
named a Mrs. Eliza McFarland to be the executrix if, that day, she agreed to become his wife.  Eliza, 
being no fool, quickly agreed and the marriage was recorded in the courthouse dated the same day as the 
will.  Levi was a pretty well-to do fellow, and this point it would seem that Nancy J. Sperry won the 
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battle but lost the war.  However, she too had an ace up her sleeve.  Three months after Levi remarried, 
Nancy Jane Sperry, now 48, married Edward A. Carlson, a handsome young 26 year old blond Swede.  
And lived happily ever after.xxviii 
 

You can see that this is a good story, although the Dobbinses don’t have much to do with it, 
except for the fact that Levi was once “in the Dobbins family.”   
 

Prairie City, the town where James & Elizabeth Dobbins and their single adult children, 
Elizabeth Caroline and James Sellers, settled does not exist any more.  But in 1856 it was large enough 
to support a small business community, a post office, a church, and a cemetery.  Its location was right in 
the middle of all the battles between the abolitionists and the pro-slavery border ruffians and soon the 
little city would be in ruins.  A territorial census in 1856,  aimed at determining who were “Free 
Staters”, who were “Pro Slavery” and who were “Doubtful” showed both James Dobbins Sr. and son 
James Jr. as “Free Staters.”     

 
The Dobbinses weren’t there very long before they had to bury Elizabeth Perkins Dobbins, wife 

of James Sr., in the Prairie City cemetery.  Her date of death is October 5, 1856, less than 6 months after 
she arrived.   A very old tombstone marks her grave in this cemetery which now sits at the edge of a 
farm and is maintained by the kindness of the farm owner. 
 

I mentioned earlier of James Alexander Dobbins walking with a light footstep.  Granted, many of 
the early county records were destroyed in the mayhem that Douglas County had to go through both 
during the Bloody Kansas period and also the Civil War, but only a single document remains with the 
name of  James A. Dobbins  --  it is a deed recorded in the county of Douglas, Kansas regarding lot #70 
on Kentucky Street in Lawrence.  This deed is dated 1864 and comes from the town of Mainville, 
County of Warren, in the state of Ohio.  It is signed by James A. Dobbins and his wife Elizabeth 
Dobbins and in it, he sells that lot to the elders of the First Presbyterian Church of Lawrence, Kansas.xxix  
A check of the marriage books in Warren County, Ohio, show that on August 13, 1861, he married Mrs. 
Eliza Gant.xxx   
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In 1861 he still had a daughter and a son in Kansas but he chose to return to Ohio – not to Illinois 
where the rest of his own siblings lived.   No record exists of why he went to Ohio and how he came to 
know Mrs. Eliza Gant.  There is an old Family Group Sheet in the Mormon Library in Salt Lake City 
dating back to the 1950s, which notes James Alexander Dobbins’ date of death as April, 1873.  No 
source is given.  I have found neither cemetery records nor church records in Warren County Ohio to 
substantiate this information. 
 

Overall, it would seem to me that this particular Dobbins did not have a very happy life.  While it 
is true that in those days death was much more common in families than it is today, one surely has to 
hope that his last thirteen years with Eliza were happy for him. 
 

There are still two of his children that I have not talked about.  Both James Sellers Dobbins and 
Elizabeth Caroline Winton remained in close contact with each other throughout their whole lives.   

 
The little town of Prairie City also was significant in the lives of the Dobbinses because a year 

later, in October of 1857, Elizabeth Caroline Dobbins Kinsey married to John A. Winton, a businessman 
and postmaster in that town.xxxi    Almost the entire history of Elizabeth Winton can be found in the Civil 
War Veteran Widow’s pension files.  Our Dobbins family has no family stories about her life at all.  In 
fact, my own father, a nephew of “Auntie Winton” did not recollect ever meeting her, although his older 
sister did.  In these pension files there is a copy of a letter she wrote Washington DC. in 1898 after she 
heard the news of her husband’s death in an old Soldier’s home in Leavenworth.  She appeals for 
assistance as the widow of a Civil War veteran.  Here is her letter, in part: 
 

….Now I will tell you something of the former part of our lives.  John R. Winton 
and I were married at a hotel in Lawrence, Kansas on the 26th day of October in 
1857 by a Camalite [sic] minister, and we lived at what was then Prairie City, now 
called Media, Douglas County, Kansas until about 1863 in the spring.  We then 
went to Dayton, KY where we lived until the fall of 1881, when John R. Winton 
came home in July that year with a very loathsome case of gonorrhea.  In all those 
years we had had four children, two girls in Kansas and two boys in Kentucky.  
Now in 1881 we just had one daughter living about 14 years old.  She was already 
very sickly so I was compelled to leave him.  I stayed in Dayton till in December 
1881 then came here to Las Animas [Colorado] to my brother [James Sellers 
Dobbins] and have been right here ever since.  John wandered about from one 
[Veterans] Home to another, up in Wisconsin, at Leavenworth, and Dayton, Ohio, 
and finally wanted to come back to me.  He said he was well and wanted to come 
back.  I had not applied for a divorce but heard that he had, but he denied ever 
getting a divorce, but I said I would not live with him unless he married me again. 
So you see he came here to my home that I had earned all myself and had three 
hundred and ninety eight dollars laid by beside taking care of my daughter and 
making the living for her.  She died in 1885, and now my money is all gone and I 
have broke myself down waiting on him for he has been sick nearly ever since he 
had come here.  I have been an invalid ever since last May, am scarcely able to 
cook a bite for myself.  Can you do anything ….?  Mrs. E. C. Winton. 
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She in fact did remarry him when he came to Las Animas.xxxii  She received a Widow’s 
Pension.xxxiii  She died on January 27, 1922 in Las Animas, Colorado.xxxiv  Her obituary says she “was 
one of the pioneer residents of 1882…. accompanied by her daughter, Alvira, who later passed away.  
She opened a boarding house shortly after coming to the city and conducted it for some time, after 
which she followed dressmaking as long as she was able to do this work..  She was a faithful member of 
the First Presbyterian Church….”xxxv   

 
Interestingly, Alvira was buried in the Dobbins Cemetery in Fulton County, Ohio.  I have never 

located any information on her other three children.  Her brother James S. Dobbins died in 1904, and for 
the next 18 years, Auntie was watched over by her two nephews, Robert Gaston and Scott Walter 
Dobbins and their wives. 
 

Now remains James Sellers Dobbins, the last of the four children of James Alexander and 
Elizabeth Dobbins and the third of our Four Generations of Dobbinses. 
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             III 
 

JAMES SELLERS DOBBINS 
1836-1904 

 
 

 Absolutely no record of James Sellers Dobbins exists of his life up until he arrives in Kansas in 
1856.  And even then, the civil records are so sketchy that until he joined the 11th Kansas Cavalry in 
1864, he can barely be traced. 

 
If I had ever wondered what young Jim Dobbins was doing between the years of 1856 and 1859, 

I might have looked at the following facts:  1) that he was a single man in his early twenties, 2) that he 
was from a strong abolitionist family background, 3) that almost all his family had died or moved away 
by 1857, 4) that he had no particular skill or profession, and 5) that he lived down the road from the 
abolitionist John Brown, I might have figured out that just maybe he was in some way he involved with 
John Brown during this period of time.  However, such a thing did not occur to me, because I could not 
imagine my great-grandfather, that kindly soul who ended up a horse rancher out in eastern Colorado, as 
having anything to do with a man who would slaughter men as if they were simply animals.  But if I am 
to believe a document called “Dictation by James S. Dobbins – West Las Animas, 1886” in the H. H. 
Bancroft collect at Cal Berkeley, Jim did indeed run with Brown, at least on occasion.  This document, 
though written in general terms, says: 
 

He first came westward in 1856 and settled at Lawrence, Kansas, when he arrived 
just in time to witness the famous career of John Brown.  Being of Republican 
parents, and adhering closely to their political beliefs, he soon became an earnest 
sympathizer with that party and afterwards a zealous and important factor in the 
support of their cause.  As a follower of the Browns he was engaged in a number of 
skirmishes of a thrilling and interesting nature.”xxxvi 
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About the same time the Dobbinses settled in Prairie City, John Brown and his family settled not 
too far away in Osawatomie.  Except for the song “John Brown’s Body Lies a’Mouldering in the grave”, 
not too many people of my generation remember much about the life of Brown, who was to have a 
major impact on the early settlers of Kansas, including my own great-grandpa. 

 
Early in John Brown’s life he was at various time a farmer, wool merchant, tanner and land 

speculator, but he was never very successful.  He had a large family, consisting of 20 children from two 
wives, the first of whom died young.  He was devoutly religious and found in his religion no 
justification for slavery.  What particularly galled him were people who said they were abolitionists but 
refused to fight for freedom for the black people.  He had a consuming desire to see that the institution 
of slavery was abolished and believed his mission in life was to fight against this injustice.  He believed 
it would take a war, which he planned to lead, in order to free all the slaves. He felt that patterns existed 
in the Old Testament for how sinners were to be punished.   Brown’s wild rhetoric became such that 
some questioned whether he might not be  insane.   

 
Nevertheless, he did not become a figure of major significance until he came into Kansas 

Territory in 1856, settling south of Lawrence near a town called Osawatomie.  He began preparing for 
the fight.  It shocked him to find that in Kansas, those claiming to be “free staters” actually were not 
very keen on fighting, hoping rather that these matters could be settled in due time by the vote.  Brown 
felt the populace needed to see a demonstration of what he meant when he said the pro-slavery faction 
should be cast out.  In June of 1856, in a brutal, gruesome strike, he and his sons attacked some pro-
slavery settlers along Pottawatomie Creek.  Using broadswords, knives and guns, they massacred the 
unarmed males in these families, literally hacking their bodies into pieces before they left. 

 
The citizens’ response to Brown’s actions were revulsion, horror and anger, which surprised 

Brown.  He decided to send his daughters-in-law and their children out of the area for their own safety 
and he and his sons laid low for a while until the outrage ran its course.  Eventually the Browns took up 
their attack again from the brush.  They never repeated the terrible massacre, but instead, settled for 
strategic ambushes against the border ruffians.  They  were joined by some of the local citizenry in some 
of these attacks.  Within a few years John Brown felt his work in Kansas was done and he formulated 
plans for an insurrection at Harper’s Ferry in Virginia, which took place in 1859.  Brown’s career came 
to a dramatic end there when his plan failed and he was hung.xxxvii   
 

None of the books I have read on the history of John Brown mention Jim as one his associates, 
although  Professor Oswald Villard, in his book of Brown’s life, does list Thomas Salathiel, who later 
would marry a niece of Jim’s future wife Nancy Corel.xxxviii  It is likely that James S. Dobbins was 
simply one of those citizens who occasionally rode along with the Browns in that part of Kansas during 
that turbulent time. 
 

By 1859 Brown was gone east, and it was at this time then that Jim went on to Colorado:  
 

“…his objects being health, gold and to see the country.  He first came to 
Gregory Gulch and from there started with three companions and pack ponies on the 
22nd of June to cross the range.  On the 29th they were all captured by a band of 
Indians and held for two days.  On the day of their capture eight of the Indians were 
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dispatched as was supposed to the Chief Uray and on their return the party was 
released without a single injury.”xxxix  

 
 Apparently Jim was one of the many who did not strike it rich, because in the Bancroft document 
there is a short notation that “he disposed of his mining property without realizing any large profits.” 
 
 Jim was back in Kansas by March 31, 1864 because that day he enlisted in the 11th Kansas 
Volunteer Cavalry at Kansas City, Kansas.xl  He was assigned to Company E and later Company M as a 
private.  His military record appears undistinguished, with his Company being involved in action along 
the Missouri Border against General Price until June of 1864, at which time it was sent to Ft. Hallack 
near the Wyoming border, Camp Collins on Green River, White River in Dakota Territory and Rock 
Creek.  This latter campaign was primarily to protect the stage route from Indian harassment.xli  He was 
mustered out of the military on September of 1865 at Leavenworth. 
 

 Jim was nearly 30 years old when he left military service and apparently he felt it was 
now time to settle down. The early marriage records of Douglas County are spotty at best and no civil 
record exists of the marriage of Jim and Nannie, as she was called.  But luckily a newspaper of the day 
captured the event in a small three-line article:xlii 

 
Nancy Corel, the “Mrs. Nannie LaHay” of the newspaper article, had come to Kansas from 

Tazewell County, Virginia as a 14-year-old in 1853 along with her parents and siblings, some of whom 
were married with families of their own.  Nancy was next to the youngest of 14 Corel children.  In 
December of 1856, she married Francois “Frank” LaHay, son of Touissant LaHay, former resident of  
St. Genevieve, Missouri.  A Kansas neighbor of the LaHays wrote: 

 
Touissant LaHay settled in Douglas County before I came to Kansas.  His 

house was one of the nicest ones in the country at that time, and was perhaps put up in 
1855.  Mr. LaHay had a wife, two sons, and two or more daughters.  His boys were 
pro-slavery and rough and always ready to fight. I think he owned one or two 
slaves…. 

 
I remember of calling on LaHay early in our acquaintance and expressing my 

desire that we should be neighborly.  I told him that it was only the circumstances of 
our bringing up that made me an abolitionist and him pro-slavery; had he been 
residing north and I south, our views would have accorded with our environments.  He 
seemed greatly pleased with my overtures of friendship and we always got on well 
together.xliii 
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Nancy and Frank settled on a quarter-section of Toussaint’s property down near Sigel Bridge at 
the crossing of the Wakarusa Creek, eight miles southwest of Lawrence.  However Frank died in 
Missouri in 1862 and their two children, Ollie and Ella, both died within the next two years.  For a short 
while an orphaned teenaged niece lived with Nancy, but she too died.  With no family left, Nancy chose 
to move in with her youngest sister, Olivia Corel McGee, whose farm east of Lawrence was adjacent to 
the place where the young bachelor Jim Dobbins was boarding.  One thing led to another and marriage 
ensued. 
 
 Jim and Nannie set up housekeeping in Eudora Township, not too far from the Corels, McGees 
and Sperrys.  On August 8, 1868 Mary Dobbins was born.  She was to live only 15 months before she 
died of inflammation of the bowels and was buried in the Oak Hill Cemetery.xliv 
 

In 1870, baby Robert Gaston was born and Walter Scott followed in 1873.  Throughout their 
lives, the boys were called Gaston and Scott. 
  
 By 1875, the family had moved to Bent County, Colorado.  This county was a flat, dry, sparsely-
settled area but apparently Jim found that part of Colorado pleasing.   He settled on land south of the 
Purgatoire River about 14 miles east of Las Animas.  However they no sooner got their house and 
corrals built than they learned the Santa Fe railroad tracks would come directly through their property, 
so they relocated to Ft. Lyons, an active military installation across the Arkansas River.  Jim secured a 
job ferrying mail and other goods to and from the town of Las Animas.  The boys started school at the 
East Las Animas Grammar School. 
 

In April of 1887, Jim decided to homestead a quarter-section of land on the southeast edge of the 
town of Las Animas.  He filed homestead papers with the Land Office at Lamar,  His intentions were to 
raise stock, because the land was not under ditch irrigation and thus could not be cultivated.  He built a 
house on the property, described in the homestead papers as “A frame house, 12x14 feet with kitchen 
8x14 feet adjoining.  Single roof, inlined with adobes and plastered.  All of claim enclosed with 3-wire 
fence.  Well and pump.  Corral for stock.  Total value $400.00.”  He built the house in September of 
1887 and moved into it in October of 1887 with his wife and two teenaged boys.  He received title to the 
land on July 9, 1894.xlv   
 
 The dictation dated 1886 from the Bancroft Library also sheds some interesting details on Jim’s 
life during this period:  “As a stockman he first dealt in cattle but with varying success.  Of late years he 
has given his attention wholly to the raising of horses, and has been eminently successful.” 
 

In 1893 Jim, who already was receiving $6.00 per month in a Civil War pension for his military 
service, applied for an additional Invalid Pension, claiming that he was “materially disabled from the 
performance of manual labor by reason of additional disabilities – mainly from a rupture but also  
debility from age, piles, weak lungs and dyspepsia.”  He was granted an addition sum of $2.00 
monthlyxlvi.    

 
About 1902 he and Nannie purchased a home in Las Animas and left the boys to run the ranch. 

Jim lived only a few more years, dying on February 23, 1904 of “La Grippe.”xlvii  He was buried in the 
Las Animas Cemetery.  His name appears on a small military tombstone set over his actual grave, as 
well as on a larger family tombstone where his son Gaston and family are buried. 
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In every family there seems to be one ancestor who stands out above the others for one reason or 
another.  In my father’s family it is James Sellers Dobbins who attained heroic proportions, and I would 
be remiss if I closed this portion without dwelling a little while on these “legends.” 

 
I descend from James S. Dobbins’ son Scott, whose descendants went to California in the 1930s.  

The descendants of Jim’s other son, Gaston, remained in Colorado, eventually settling in Colorado 
Springs.  Once my father, Scott Jr., left Colorado, the two branches of the family hardly had any contact 
with each other, other than occasional Christmas cards.  Yet the same stories were handed down in each 
branch with little variation in the telling. 

 
From the time I was a little girl, I heard my father tell about his grandpa James Sellers Dobbins.  

The story was that he was a scout with Kit Carson and gave a gun to James before he died.  Supposedly 
this gun remained in the family of Gaston Dobbins.  Of course I was impressed and our whole family 
always thought of Jim as our “famous” ancestor, and this was the story I brought with me in my head 
when I began my genealogical research.  It was with confidence that I decided if I simply found a 
biography of Kit Carson and looked in the index, surely I would find an entry for “Dobbins, James S.” 
and it would tell me all about my famous ancestor. 

 
Not only did I not find my great-grandfather’s name in any book on Kit Carson but in reading 

these books I discovered that James Sellers Dobbins was a child when Kit Carson was doing most of his 
scouting.  During the Civil War when Jim was a private, Kit Carson was of the stature that he was 
hobnobbing with politicians in Washington DC.  By the time Jim got to Colorado, Carson was long 
dead.  I wondered how on earth it was that the lives of James Sellers Dobbins and Kit Carson could 
cross paths. 

In the course of my research, though, I did uncover a newspaper article in the Colorado Springs 
newspaper dated 1947 in which Percy Dobbins, son of Gaston, reported that shortly before Kit Carson 
died at Ft. Lyons in 1868, he had given a gun to his orderly Luke Cahill.  In this article, Percy stated that 
some years later, Luke Cahill had given the gun to Dobbins.   
 
 

In 1955, Percy donated the gun to the Museum of the Fur Trade in Chadron, Nebraska, where the 
gun was authenticated as being one of Carson’s shotguns.xlviii   
 
 Interestingly, in the Muster-Out roll for Jim’s service during the civil war, he is charged for one 
lost carbine.  I had always been concerned that perhaps one of the guns that was attributed by family 
tradition to Kit Carson might have been the “lost” gun that Jim had to pay for before he was released 
from military service.  It seemed to me that if that was the case, it would have made a stunning climax to 
my research on this “famous” ancestor, discovering him not famous for anything more that “liberating” 
a military gun.  But just recently I packed up everything I had uncovered pertaining to these guns in our 
family and sent it to Doug Wicklund, Senior Curator of the National Firearms Museum in Fairfax, 
Virginia for his review.  He assured me that Jim’s “lost” carbine was not one of the guns that ended up 
in the Dobbins family – so at least I could put that theory to rest.  I supposed I must be content to think 
of James Dobbins as merely “illustrious” instead of “famous.” 
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 But I do believe an ancestor who was a gold-miner in Colorado, rode with John Brown in Kansas 
and fought honorably in the Civil War is still a mighty interesting fellow. 
 
 



 

 © 2002 Barbara “Bobby” Dobbins Title Page 24 
 

 
 

IV 
 

SCOTT WALTER DOBBINS Sr. 
1873-1917 

 
  

  
Scott Dobbins, the youngest son of James Sellers Dobbins, was my grandfather.  It would be 

wonderful if I had some tales to tell about grandpa, stories about how he grew up in the dry-land farming 
area of Colorado, how life was when he was a boy, and stories about living on a ranch.  But grandpa 
died long before I was born.  In fact, my dad, Scott Jr. (always called “Buzz”), was only 9 years old at 
the time  his father died, and because he had little recollection of him, he really didn’t have stories to 
pass on to us. 

 
Because much of this report will be from information gathered from talking to older family 

members, I’d like to make sure you understand who these people are and how they fit into the Dobbins 
family.  My grandpa Scott had only one sibling, an older brother called Gaston.  Gaston had two sons, 
Percy and Traber.  My grandpa had one son (my father) and one daughter, Dorothy.  I was fortunate 
enough to start my genealogical research while three of these four cousins – Percy, Dorothy and Buzz – 
were still living.  I drew much on their recollection of early life in Colorado. 

 
When the Dobbins family left Douglas County, Kansas to come to Colorado, Gaston was only 

five years old and Scott was two. According to Percy, the first recollection Scott and Gaston had was of 
living at Bent’s Fort, on the north side of the Arkansas River.  One story he shared with me in a letter 
was recollected this way: 

 
When Uncle Scott and Dad [Gaston] were small boys, they lived in a log cabin at Bent’s Fort, 

which is now Fort Lyon, Colorado.  They had a pet goat that gave one of the officers a butt in the rear, 
which caused him to fall in a pile of mud and water.  Shortly after that, the goat was shot by a firing 
squad. 
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That may be a factual story, or one slightly fabricated.  It seems like a pretty harsh sentence for a 
poor goat.  It could be this is one of the stories that has a kernel of truth to it but has been embellished 
through the years.  At any rate, when Percy told it to me he really belly-laughed in repeating the 
misdeeds of his dad’s goat. 

 
Gaston and Scott attended schools in Las Animas.  At some point early in their lives they began 

taking lessons on musical instruments.  By age 15 Gaston was proficient on the trombone.  Scott’s 
instrument was the cornet.  While there is no record of either their father or mother having a musical 
bent, their grandfather Dobbins had two brothers who conducted vocal music lessons in “the shop,” an 
outbuilding belonging to the Presbyterian Church in Ipava, Illinois.  An article in a church publication 
celebrating 100 years of existence indicated they taught the old buckwheat note system, which the 
author thought “had not more than four notes to the scale.”  Also, their dad’s brother, the first Robert 
Gaston Dobbins who died young in Illinois, owned a “Missouri Harmony,” which was a music book 
printed in the 1820s and used throughout the United States by singing groups. So it may be there was a 
music tradition of longstanding in the Dobbins family that we just didn’t know about. 
 
 Music played a very important part in the lives of Gaston and Scott.  In the 1890s, many of the 
towns had community bands, as did the railroad companies.  These bands would engage in musical 
competitions, which often drew entrants from surrounding states.  The boys both joined the West Las 
Animas band as teenagers.  
 

A delightful picture of this band has come down to us through Percy Dobbins, which shows 
Gaston in the front row, right, with the trombone and Scott Jr. nearly hidden on the right hand side of the 
top row. 
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 As the brothers got older, during the summers they also played in the Colorado Midland Band, 
headquartered in Colorado City (now Colorado Springs).  The local newspapers of the day were full of 
stories about these competitions, which actually were major area-wide events.  In 1896 a huge 
competition in Denver drew the following bands: Colorado Midland Band, Colorado City; Denver & 
Rio Grande Scenic Band; Second Regiment Band, Hutchison, Kansas; Las Vegas Military Band, Las 
Vegas, New Mexico; Union Pacific Band, Ellis, Kansas; and Loveland Colorado Band.xlix   Each band 
had several costumes and the name of their band changed, depending on the costume they were wearing 
that day.  The Colorado City band was called “Colorado Midland Band” if they wore their uniforms that 
looked like train conductors.  Some bands were called “Military” bands or “Regimental” bands but the 
men were simply in military-style uniforms, not in the military service itself.  Some of the bands had 
several different costumes and the name of the band would vary from event to event, depending on the 
costume the members were wearing for that performance.  The Colorado Midland Band generally wore 
clothing in the style of train conductor uniforms but for special occasions appeared in full Indian dress 
with breeches, fringed jackets, moccasins and huge feather war bonnets.  When they performed in the 
Indian costume they were called the Colorado Indian Band.  Although much more flamboyant, these 
costumes were not liked very much because they were very heavy and hot to wear.  At the 1896 event, 
the Colorado Indian Band was the Grand Champion. 
 
 Gaston balanced a successful business career with his love of music, as shown in his 1926 
obituary. 
 

Gaston was a serious young man, and after graduating from Las Animas High School, he 
went to Great Bend, Kansas to attend college.  For fourteen years he taught in the public 
schools of Bent County.  He was assistant postmaster at the Las Animas Post Office for 
five years, and then in 1908 he went to work for the American Crystal Sugar Company in 
the accounting field, first in Las Animas and finally in Rocky Ford, Colorado, a short 
distance west of Las Animas.  Gaston developed a lifelong love of band and orchestra 
music.  For more than 25 years, he directed the Rocky Ford City Band and summer 
concerts.  Many young people under his tutelage became musicians. 
 

 He married twice.  His first wife was Margaret Hayden and their only child was named Traber 
Norman.  Traber’s mother died when the boy was just a toddler.  Gaston remarried several year later and 
he and his new wife, the former Sophia Swanson, had a son they named Percy Marvin. 
 
 Traber is described by his daughter Carolyn as a “renaissance man.”  She told me that early in 
his adult life he played clarinet in the Sells-Floto Circus Band.  Later he played in the U .S. Navy band.  
He earned both a Bachelor’s and a Masters Degree from Texas AM with degrees in Entomology.  He 
worked in that field all his life, spending the last 18 years of his career with the U. S. Department of 
Agriculture in Morristown, NJ.  An avid naturalist, he also was interested in history and professional 
sports. 
 
 Traber’s brother Percy was also an outdoorsman but of a different kind.  He was an avid hunter 
and fisherman.  He told me his dad (Gaston) was studious and not much interested in the outdoors, so he 
had to learn all these skills from his Uncle Scott.  Percy’s daughter Karen told me her dad attended 
Colorado College, graduating in the class of 1927.  Throughout his business life he held many 
responsible jobs, the last 20 years serving as Vice President of an industrial bank.  However, he never 
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lost his love of the outdoors and especially loved duck hunting.  In the 1940s he became a founding 
member of a gun club, which still exists in Colorado Springs.  He coached Little League baseball teams 
for many years.  Percy had four daughters, and since there were no organized activities for girls in those 
years, he spent many hours with these daughters and their friends, giving them hands-on experience in 
learning to play baseball. 
 
 Both Gaston and Scott were still living at the ranch when they met the women they would 
eventually marry.  Gaston left the ranch first when he married early in 1896 and bought a house in the 
town of Las Animas. 
 
 During the summer of 1897, Scott was still playing in the Colorado City Midland band on the 
weekends and working with his father on the ranch during the week.  Each Sunday the band gave a 
concert in Colorado City’s Stratton Park.  It was at one of these concerts that he met a young woman, 
Maud McConnell, who later would become his wife. 
 
 Susan Maud McConnell had been born in Kentucky in 1876 but when she was two her family 
moved to Kosse, Texas.  In 1882 Maud’s older sister Lillie married a railroad engineer and moved with 
him to Colorado City.  In 1893 Lillie’s husband was killed in a train wreck.   Her family came up from 
Texas to be with her at that time.  Lillie was left with three young children to raise alone, so the family 
decided Maud should remain with her sister to help with the children when the family went back home 
to Texas. 
 
 Maud was happy to help and she remained with her sister until the children were all in school, at 
which time she took a job during the day at a local bookstore. On Sundays for entertainment the family 
went to the Midland band concerts in the park.  The romantic details of the actual meeting of Maud and 
Scott are lost, but the fact is they met and courted at band concerts.  In 1898 at the home of her sister 
Lillie, Maud became Mrs. Scott Dobbins. 
 
 Scott’s help was still needed daily at the ranch, as his parents were getting older, so the 
newlyweds came directly to the ranch for their “honeymoon.”  My dad’s sister, Dorothy Dobbins 
Kretschmer, tells the story of her mom’s move to the ranch in Las Animas this way: 
 

 Ranch life was a new experience for Mama, different from farm life as a child and 
city life as a young woman.  Papa raised hay and grain for the stock, and garden 
vegetables and melons.  Mama’s very graphic accounts of ranch life never failed to 
entertain us, the one most exciting was of a bull snake who shared the kitchen with the 
family for a very short while.  It was an adobe house and over the kitchen door was a 
hollowed-out place where he lay at times.  Mama’s ultimatum was “Either he goes or I 
go.”  He went. 
 
 One year Papa raised some prize melons which he planned to enter in the county 
fair.  A day or so before the fair opened one of their goats got in the melon patch and took 
a bite out of every one of the choice melons!  Aunt Lillie’s kids usually spent part of the 
summer with us.  The boys helped with ranch chores and had a great time.  Her daughter 
helped Mama, as there was extra work during harvest time when the hired hands were 
there. l  
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 Percy Dobbins recalls his Uncle Scott had a well dug where he attached a pump, which was run 
by a gas motor.  The water was used to irrigate watermelons and cantaloupes.  He was one of the few 
ranchers in the area with a motor-driven pump.  This part of Colorado was not part of the fertile 
breadbasket of America and money to be made was primarily in stock raising, not farming.  As the 
larger stock-raising corporations came into the area, it became very difficult for the dry-land farmers to 
make a living.  Cantaloupes and raising turkeys seemed to be the only profitable ventures for the “little 
man.” 
 
 Scott and Maud’s first child, Dorothy Caroline, was born in 1904.  Dorothy herself had only a 
vague recollection of ranch life, as she was very young when the family decided to move off the ranch 
and into town.  No tales were handed down about the family raising turkeys but this photo was found in 
Dorothy’s effects after she passed away.  The picture is dated 1906.  Dorothy is the small child. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 The ranch was sold and the Dobbinses moved into town before the arrival of my father, Scott Jr., 
in 1908.  They moved into the old family house where James & Nannie Corel Dobbins had lived.    
 Scott bought and sold a hardware store in town and he also dabbled in real estate.  The deed 
books of Bent County show dozens of properties each year being purchased and then resold by Scott 
over a period of about five years.  His daughter Dorothy recalls in her memoirs of riding in the buggy 
with him to check out some land he was interested in buying.  Being out in the field was his first love. 
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 In the meantime, he also did surveying for the Bent-Prowers Irrigation District. 
  
 While Scott was busy with his various other business ventures, music continued to play a big 
part in his life, just as it did in his brother Gaston’s.  He organized a dance band and every Saturday 
night dances were held in various places round Bent County.  These were family events; children were 
bedded down at one end of the dance hall and everyone danced.  Maud told her daughter that even 
though Scott was busy playing his cornet, she never lacked for dance partners. This same band also 
played at the moving picture theater on weekends.  Scott Jr. and Dorothy always got in free. 
 
 Maud was an accomplished pianist, and once they moved into town her husband bought her a 
beautiful piano.  My dad told me that every Sunday afternoon all the neighbors gathered at the Dobbins 
house and made music for their own enjoyment.  Gaston brought his trombone, Traber his clarinet.  
Scott Sr. was the cornet player.  Mr. Simons, a neighbor, brought his drums.  Another of the neighbors 
brought a banjo. When my dad was around 7 year old, this neighbor taught him to play the banjo.  
Dorothy said she received piano lessons from her mother, but “they never took,” so Dorothy, then a pre-
teen, sang along with the chorus made up of the wives.  My father told me this is the way Sunday 
afternoons on the Colorado plains were spent in the early 1900s.  He said the three Sunday activities – 
Church, a big Sunday dinner, and musical afternoon – were what held those families and neighborhoods 
together.  The only real recollections my father had of his dad are from those Sunday afternoons. 
 
 On September 17, 1917, Scott became ill.  The doctor was called, and he was diagnosed as 
having an intestinal obstruction.  As there was no surgical treatment for this at that time, only palliative 
measures could be undertaken, and he died in extreme pain the next day.   
 
 Dorothy recalls in her memoirs, “Papa and I were very close and my grief seemed intolerable.  
How brave Mama was, I recall; two children 13 and 9 years to raise with little money.  With courage 
and determination she picked up the pieces and we resumed our lives, missing Papa but remembering 
the good and happy times.”   
 
 Unable to support herself in the small community of Las Animas, Maud and the children moved 
to Colorado Springs, where she was able to find work in a cafeteria.  Dorothy also worked at the 
cafeteria after school, and Scott Jr., sold newspapers on a street corner to help make ends meet.  Maud’s 
sister Lillie and her new husband, Charlie Wheeler, made sure the children had clothing and medical 
attention when needed.  After Dorothy graduated from high school and entered nursing school in 
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Pueblo, Colorado, Maud secured a job as a matron at Glockner Sanitarium, the forerunner of Penrose 
Hospital in Colorado Springs.  She and Scott, who was now in junior high school, were provided room 
and board at the hospital.  Throughout high school Scott worked in the hospital maintenance department 
to help with expenses.  Maud never remarried.  She died in 1940. 
 
 Scott and Dorothy remained very close throughout their adult lives, and even into their nineties 
they spoke to each other often by phone.  Dorothy died in 1997 at the age of 93 in Pueblo.  Scott died in 
Orange, California in 2001 at the age of 92. 
 
 With the passing of my father, the oldest Dobbins generation is gone.  The Dobbins name itself 
will be carried on through two sons of Traber Dobbins.  The rest of us, a gaggle of females, carry the 
name of Dobbins in our hearts.  Hopefully with this simple family history we will all have a better 
understanding of the roots and the stock we came from.  To future generations of this Dobbins family 
this study is lovingly presented. 
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GENERATION I – ROBERT B. DOBBINS 
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xxxv Bent County Democrat, Wednesday, February 1, 1922 
 
GENERATION III – JAMES SELLERS DOBBINS 
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xliii Reminiscences of Henry Hiatt of Twin Mound, February 6, 1896.  Original in the possession of the Kansas State 
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