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BIOGRAPHICAL SKETCH

James J. Rhodes was born in Ohio in 1833, the seventh and youngest child of Samuel and
Jane [Jones] Rhodes. The family moved over the state line to Wayne County Indiana around
1843. Samuel, a tanner and boot maker, had a shop in the small community of Hillsborough
(later renamed Whitewater) about nine miles north of Richmond.

Around 1855, 22-year-old James (always called Jim) began to notice the flirtations of 16-
year-old neighbor Lydia Elliott. Lydia’s parents, Abraham and Nancy [Perkins] Elliott had
come to Hillsborough from North Carolina sometime before 1835. James and Lydia married
on 20 March 1858.

After the couple lost their first child in infancy, Jim and Lydia welcomed James Elmer
Rhodes (always called Elmer) on 17 September 1861. Just three months later, Jim went to
Camp Wayne in Richmond and volunteered for the army. There he was mustered into the
57" Indiana infantry on 18 December 1861.

After a relatively uneventful service, Jim was discharged 19 November 1864. He returned
home to a very ill wife, and Lydia died (possibly of tuberculosis) on 13 January 1865.

Jim remarried in 1866 and died in Wayne County in 1888.

Sources:

Materials in the collection.
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SCOPE AND CONTENT NOTE

This collection consists of 238 letters written between 1861 and 1864. Early in his service,
Jim asked Lydia to save his letters so that he could reflect on them when he returned home.
He also sent some of Lydia’s own letters back home for safekeeping. Of the letters in the
collection, 112 were written by Lydia and 89 were written by Jim. The remaining 37 were
written by family members (especially during Lydia’s illness) or friends that Jim had made
in the service. A few items are passes issued by military officers.

The collection also includes transcripts of the letters and a printed book produced by Jim and
Lydia’s great-grandson Greg Rhodes with Sallie Westheimer. The book puts the letters into
a narrative context and includes some family photographs and other images.

Jim saw no combat during his time in the army. By November of 1862, he was stationed at
a camp hospital in Louisville. When that broke up late in 1863, he was moved to Camp
Morton in Indianapolis, where he served as a guard to the Confederate prisoners held there.
His letters from this time period are addressed from Camp Burnside. In February of 1864 he
was moved again, this time to Ekin Barracks in Indianapolis.

The letters in the collection rarely address politics or national affairs. One exception is an
early letter from Jim’s brother Samuel in Missouri, describing the dangers there of publicly
supporting the Union cause. Many letters include details and discussion about Lydia’s
persistent illness and the treatments she was under. Jim’s last letter in the collection describes
how he was recruited as a “detective” to help hunt down bounty jumpers and bring them
back to Indianapolis. He closes with news that he deposited his vote for “Old Abe and Andy”
and “never felt as well.”
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