Who was the mother of Julia (Cole) Nelson (born 1860), daughter of George S. Cole
of Northfield, Cook County, Illinois?
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Despite lack of direct evidence, a strong case can be made, through the analysis
and correlation of indirect evidence, that Julia's mother was not who she appears
to be from a superficial reading of the census records and from online family trees.

Julia (Cole) Nelson (1860-1902) is presented in the 1870 census for Northfield, Cook County, Illinois as
the oldest of the five children of George Cole (1834-1909) and his wife Julia (Leonhardt) Cole. In addition to
young Julia (age 9), the 1870 census lists Frank (age 7), Erich (age 4), George (age 2), and Elizabeth (age one
month)."! No online trees seem to question that these were all the children of Julia (Leonhardt) Cole, and, at first
glance, it makes perfect sense. Young Julia bears the same name as her apparent mother and is lumped in with
the rest of the children in being said to have a mother of “foreign birth,” which is what we would expect if Julia
(Leonhardt) Cole, who was born in “Prussia,” had given birth to her.

So far, no source has been found documenting any marriage of George Cole or parentage of his daughter
Julia. The great Chicago fire of 8-10 October 1871 destroyed all county records, including land and probate,
which might have been informative.” The state of Illinois did not yet keep records of births and marriages in the
1860s.?> And so far, no obituaries have been found for Julia or her siblings. A transcription of Julia's 1902 death
record does not include the names of her parents.* Similarly, a transcription of her 1881 marriage record also
fails to include this information.> Despite the lack of direct evidence, a case can be made, from the correlation of
indirect evidence found in census records alone, that Julia, and probably her brother Frank, were not originally
the children of Julia (Leonhardt) Cole, but rather those of George's first wife, Rosella (Hewitt) Cole.

George and Rosella Cole - Newlyweds in 1860

According to the 1860 census, George Cole (age 25) and Rosella Cole (age 20) lived together and had
married within the past year (presumably to each other). George's mother, Elizabeth, and her younger children,
lived several doors down from them.® There were no other Coles in the area. Although he was not part of his
mother's household in 1860, he was the head of the house of which his mother was a part in both 1855 and
1865.” This strongly suggests that we have the right George Cole. (The 1860 census does give his birthplace as
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England, instead of New York, but this would be a simple mistake to make since both of his parents were born in
England.)® We also know, from the 1870 census, that Julia, age 9, was born in 1860/61. In agreement with this,
the 1900 census for the household of Theodore Nelson (Julia's husband) states that she was born in December
1860.° The mother of Julia was already pregnant with her when the 1860 census was taken. This indicates that
Rosella Hewitt was her mother, and not Julia Leonhardt. But how did she come to have the same name as her
stepmother?

Rosella Hewitt and Her Mother in 1850

A search for Rosella (age 9/10) in the neighborhood of the Coles in 1850 (one decade earlier) turned up a
“Rosilla” (age 9) in the household of “Chas Hewit”." They lived only six houses down from the John and
Aneliza Russel family (with whom 16 year old George Cole was living in 1850) and fifteen houses down from
George's parents, Daniel and Elizabeth Cole." The assumed mother of Rosilla was named “Julian” (difficult to
read, but definitely a variant of Julia). In 1860, “Chas Hewitt” is listed with his five children, but no wife (no
“Julian”)." It is likely that Rosella's mother died some time in the 1850s. As the daughter of Rosella, it makes
sense that young Julia would be named after her recently deceased maternal grandmother.

Julia's Mother's Birthplace

Unlike George Cole's eight youngest children, which consistently throughout their lives, have their
mother's birthplace listed as Germany, the later censuses for young Julia (1880 and 1900) give her mother's
birthplace as Illinois.” This agrees with Rosella's place of birth as given in the 1860 census.
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Frank Cole and his Uncle Gorden

Further evidence that Julia was the daughter of George's first wife, Rosella, is the probability that
George's next child (according to the 1870 census), Frank Cole, was also born to Rosella. In the 1870 census, he
is listed as age 7, giving him a birth year of 1862/63. In 1880, we find a “Franck Cole” listed as age 16, giving
him a birth year of 1863/64. He is listed in the household of “Gorden Hewitt” in Niles, Cook County, Illinois.™
“Gorden Hewett” (age 35) in 1880, matches Rosella's brother, “Gorten Hewitt” (age 15) in 1860 and “Gorten
Hewit” (age 5) in the 1850 census." Furthermore, the 1880 census lists Frank's mother's birthplace as Illinois,
and not Germany or Prussia. Frank Cole lived with Gorden Hewett in Niles township which was about eight
miles from where his father, George, lived. The fact that Frank did not live with George in 1880, but instead
lived in close proximity with a man who was clearly the brother of George's first wife, when combined with the
birthplace information, seems to suggest that Gorden Hewett was probably his uncle and that Rosella was
probably his mother.

Conclusion

No known record directly links Julia (Cole) Nelson to her mother, Rosella (Hewitt) Cole. The 1870
census leaves us with the impression that she was the daughter of George Cole's wife, Julia Leonhardt, and all
online trees take this for granted. Nevertheless, by examining the neighborhood context of the Cole family, and
correlating several pieces of indirect evidence, all from census records, we were able to gain a more accurate
picture of the Cole family.

George Cole was first married to a local neighborhood girl named Rosella Hewitt. Rosella gave birth to
Julia in December 1860, to Frank in 1863, and perhaps to another male child in between the two.'® Then she
probably died at about twenty three years of age. Within a year or two, he remarried. His second wife was a
German immigrant woman named Julia Leonhardt. She was the mother of the rest of his children.'” The fact that
young Julia shared a name with her stepmother was purely a coincidence. She was more than likely named after
her maternal grandmother.

Relationships in the census records cannot always be assumed. The 1870 census record, by itself, would
have led us astray. However, because of the scarcity of other relevant sources (thanks in part to the 1871 Chicago
fire, which destroyed most county records before that date), it was evidence from other census records, properly
correlated, which proved crucial to finding an answer to the research question.
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