
A BIZARRE AUSTIN GENEALOGY 

This is not a normal genealogy. It is a medical research document, describing the 

results of a 40-year search for the source of a genetic defect that has caused loss of 

income, medical problems and the commitments of two women to mental institutions as 

“criminally insane.” I am affected at a lower level that cost me close to half of my 

lifetime income and many weird medical problems. In recent years I have located the 

“zero case,” my grandfather, Aaron Austin, and traced the effects of the problem. This is 

a summary of the as-yet incomplete project. The more or less final result reads like a 

combination of Kafka, Jack the Ripper, James Bond and Casanova.  

Out of respect for other relatives, some of whom helped me gather this data, only one 

name and approximate time-frame will be given. The “zero case,” who lived from the 

middle 1800s until the early 1920s. The story begins in north central Pennsylvania. 

Census records from 1850 show a three-generation farm family of New York origin. 

There is an elderly patriarch, his wife and two children, my grandfather and a sister. 

Because of advanced age, I doubt that my grandfather and his sister were the biological 

children of the patriarch. Rather, I suspect informal adoption of children whose parents 

were unable to care for them. There were two sons, their wives and children.  

They do not figure in this research beyond suggestions that they were badly hurt by 

my grandfather’s conduct. All are gone from the area by 1860, except my grandfather and 

his sister. (Census Records). It appears almost certain that those two were abandoned in 

Pennsylvania by a family whose only desire was to get away from them and the trouble 

my grandfather caused.  

The most likely event that drove them out was the birth of an “illegitimate” son to a 

Civil War widow. His history is so intertwined with my grandfather’s that, in light of 

Aaron’s subsequent conduct, I suspect but cannot prove that he fathered that baby as a 

teenager.  A hidden anomaly suggests a birth defect that caused a learning disability in 

Aaron. The rest of the family could read and write, but Aaron could not. All of his 

paperwork was signed with a witnessed “X.”  

The same event that drove his family out of Pennsylvania also drove Aaron to enlist in 

the Pennsylvania Cavalry. He no more than hit active service than he spent four months 

in a Tennessee hospital. That was no head cold, but I do not as yet know what it was. He 

was barely back in active service when he was captured along with the rest of his unit by 

Nathan Bedford Forest and imprisoned in Cahaba Prison at Cahaba, Alabama.  

Conditions were pretty much the same as the other Confederate military prisons. 

Guards shot prisoners for target practice. Food was contaminated and in short supply. 

Water came from a river that ran through the prison, downstream from the latrines. When 

the prison was flooded, prisoners were not allowed to move to high ground and were 

forced to sleep in the rafters. Those who fell off and drowned were jeered by the guards. 

Aaron’s records from the National Archives blame conditions at Cahaba for his later total 

disability.  

Upon release, a group of prisoners disappeared, vowing to find and kill the 

commander of the guards, who was responsible for the worst of the conditions. They 

came back a few days later with self-satisfied smirks on their faces and rejoined the main 

body of prisoners who were by then well started homeward. Aaron’s personality, as 

described by his daughter-in-law and one of her sons, strongly suggests that he was 

among that party. Gaps in his records tend to support the idea. 



The records say that Aaron returned to Pennsylvania and promptly fathered another baby 

with a woman he never married. That baby grew up to become my father. Nebraska court 

records establish Aaron‘s legal marriage, possibly common-law marriage, to a widow 

with at least four children.  

The out-of-wedlock birth of my father caused near-mob hostility. Aaron and a group 

of his friends, including the other “illegitimate” boy, by then in his late teens, migrated en 

masse to northeast Nebraska, into what is now Antelope County, where they 

homesteaded and started businesses. The group ostracized Aaron, who homesteaded 

some miles away in the Willowdale Area. When first settled, the area was low, swampy, 

a potential breeding ground for explosive growth of microorganisms that kill people 

during epidemics.  

From the time Aaron filed his homestead claim in 1870 until about 1880, he farmed 

successfully with no apparent disease problem.  But beginning about 1880, the 

Willowdale area suffered simultaneous epidemics of Smallpox, Diphtheria, Typhoid 

Fever, Influenza and probably Scarlet Fever. Cemetery tombstones show whole families, 

parents and all, dying within two to five years. Aaron and his wife lost seven of their nine 

children. As near as I can determine the children, like at least half of the other victims of 

the mass epidemic, were buried in unmarked graves on the homestead.  

Aaron was totally disabled, to the point where he could not walk out of the house 

without collapsing. No longer able to work, Aaron left his family and moved in with 

another man’s wife. They produced a child (one of those listed above) who died within a 

year. Another man moved in with Aaron’s wife. That appears to have been a “hired man” 

rather than a bed partner, a futile attempt to save the homestead. But by then the wife had 

a bellyful of losing babies and Aaron’s skirt-chasing. She wanted out and got out! The 

situation ended in a double divorce. Aaron and the “other woman” married a few weeks 

later. The first wife went back to Pennsylvania, taking the remaining child with her. 

Aaron bounced around in Iowa and Missouri, returning to his home area in Pennsylvania 

about 1900.  

The other surviving child, my father, stayed in Antelope County. He suffered 

unpredictable, uncontrollable, violent rages, misdiagnosed as a form of epilepsy caused 

by being kicked in the head by a horse as a child. He married twice. The first wife’s 

daughter was so violent that she was committed to an Iowa mental institution for shooting 

at the neighbors. The second wife was a bearded lady with a history or her own. It was 

strictly a case of “two orphans in a storm.” I am the sole surviving child of three from 

that marriage.  

The other surviving child of the Willowdale epidemics grew up in Pennsylvania. 

While the child was still young, his father was on total military disability pension, cared 

for by his second wife and a relative. (I have a whole box full of National Archives 

Records established during that period.)  

The son, my uncle, cared for Aaron, both wives and my father’s mother during their 

declining years. Poverty was so abject that Aaron’s veteran’s tombstone was furnished 

free by Washington. The first wife, my uncle’s mother, was so poor that she is buried 

under a tombstone crudely hand-carved by my uncle. The uncle also cared for an 

epileptic wife and a daughter who was committed to a mental institution after authorities 

dug a bunch of dead babies out of her back yard. Some of them may not have been hers.  



The uncle committed suicide in 1947. Other than the girl, his children grew up to 

become normal middle-class workers - scattered all over the U.S. to get away from the 

hostility in north central Pennsylvania.  

This is where genealogy can lead. The information has been useful to me despite my 

extreme reluctance to reduce it to sterile, stick-figure charts. There were and still are 

human beings who deserve privacy and respect, if only for making the best of bad 

conditions over which they had no control.  

It is worth noting that the fourth, fifth and sixth generations of this family are free of 

all suggestion of the genetic defect. It’s called “genetic dilution” and is the well-known 

effect that stops “Eugenicists” and other malice-ridden do-gooders dead in their tracks 

with their philosophy that says “Round ‘em up and sterilize ‘em all!”  
Eugene Austin 

 


