Finding Carrie

by Patti R. Albaugh

I look at my great grandmother as she looks back at me. In the fuzzy sepia photograph, Carrie Stephenson has one hand on her hip and the other on the pole rope of the open tent, her temporary home as she struggles with tuberculosis. She appears to be in her forties. Her long hair is pulled up into a Gibson girl bun, and her long-sleeved gingham blouse is topped with a white, perhaps lacy, jabot around her neck. Her ankle length skirt is nondescript and hangs over her thin frame. She looks at me with a slight smile and a relaxed pose.
No one in my family seemed to know Carrie’s about husband. My father and mother had different perspectives on his identity or even on the need to search for his identity. 

Once, my father quietly told me that family lore claims Carrie’s husband went to California in search of gold but never came back. With a slight wink and a grin he went on to say, “Some suspect that story to be a convenience.”

I wondered in amazement, “Could my grandfather be illegitimate?!” This much I did know – Carrie Stephenson gave birth to my grandfather, Oral G. Stephenson, and he was the father to my mother Jane Stephenson. But who was Oral’s father? And who were Carrie’s parents? 

My mother was a little protective of my grandfather’s history. When I told her that I was determined to find out more about Grandpa and his mother, she responded with a frown. “Oh, Patti, your grandfather was such a sweet person. Why do you want to dig that up?” She died unexpectantly a few weeks later, and I have since wrestled with the opposing forces between her protective stance and my curiosity. 
I dove into Carrie’s history, but I could find no birth record for my grandfather, no marriage record for his parents, and no death certificate for Carrie. Carrie’s maiden name was especially vexing. My grandfather’s marriage license showed his mother to be Carrie Graham, but his death certificate has his mother as Carrie Brounlee, which I later learned was a misspelling.
Fortunately I remembered a morsel of information my mother handed me some years ago. “They lived somewhere near Nelsonville,” she mentioned casually. She had always underestimated my passionate curiosity and probably didn’t realize her remark would, some years later, send me barreling down Route 33 to southeastern Ohio in search of her grandmother. If I could find Carrie, perhaps I could find her ‘husband’ and finally solve the mystery of Carrie’s real maiden name.
After two hours of driving, I pulled into the parking lot of the small, rural library. I approached the door and felt the rush of hoping to find something significant.

I walked into the modest shelf-lined genealogy room and was greeted by a woman who looked like the spirit chaser in the movie Poltergeist: short and stocky, round face, and large rimmed glasses. She listened to my story with her head cocked slightly to the side and looked intently into my eyes as I spoke. When I finished, she walked a few steps across the room and pulled a funeral director’s log off a crowded wooden shelf. She flipped the book open to Stephenson and there was Carrie’s burial record! The Poltergeist lady next located Carrie’s death record and I looked at the line that gave her parents’ names. The words jumped at me: Father’s name – Thomas W. Stephenson, Mother’s name – Julia Brownlee. I finally knew the truth – Stephenson was her maiden name, not her married name. Carrie Stephenson had been a single, unmarried mother.
I nursed mixed feelings as I drove away from the library. I had satisfied my curiosity but had dug up a long buried family secret. Now I knew I needed to pay my respects to Carrie.
I drove to the small cemetery the Poltergeist lady had located for me, but once I got out of the car I was immediately discouraged by the matrix of headstones. 

“Please, Carrie, I want to find you.” I pleaded more to myself than to her. I fruitlessly wandered up and down the grassy rows of graves. A crow in the lone nearby oak tree started squawking with that annoying raspy crow talk. “Certainly Carrie isn’t directing me!” But I decided to take the cue. I walked towards the squawking as it got louder and louder, and as I passed the century old tree, the squawking ceased. I stopped. My heart pounded at the possibility, and I looked down. There was Carrie’s grave!

“Oh my gosh, Carrie! I found you!” I stood at the simple, granite headstone inscribed “Carrie O. Stephenson.” I contemplated her loneliness and that her whereabouts had been lost to family for all these years. She lay next to her mother, Julia Brownlee Stephenson, her only companion for many decades. Feeling a little silly to be talking to a headstone, I still said out loud, “Your son and granddaughter were marvelous, loving people. Thank you.” I thought how ironic it was that I had found her in a time when single mothers were common and not cause for secret lives. My self consciousness ebbed, and I felt a growing affection for this woman I had never met. “It’s OK now, Carrie. You are found.” I flushed with the sensation of my mother’s loving presence.
Since the trip to the cemetery, I have been able to piece together a sequence of her life. Carrie was born in Sugar Creek, Ohio, in 1862, and her mother died when Carrie was sixteen. Her father remarried when Carrie was twenty-four and just a year later she gave birth to my grandfather in Albany, Ohio. Because of the lack of any birth record for my grandfather, his father will likely remain unknown. It seems as though the various maiden names attributed to Carrie were from faulty family recollections in an attempt to make ‘Stephenson’ her married name.

At the age of forty-eight, she died of tuberculosis in the home of her mother’s “Aunty Brown”, Phoebe and Edwin Brown in Albany. She spent most of her life in Sugar Creek, but she went home to Aunty Brown’s for at least two important occasions of her life…the birth of her son and her own final days.
That one year between her father’s remarriage and the birth of my grandfather is an abyss of unknown happenings. I had found Carrie, but I may never know the rest of her story; at least I know where to go to honor her.
