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Young Duncan Wasson 
 

Duncan James Wasson was the son of Joseph and Carrie Wasson.  He was born in 

1885, and raised with his two older sisters on a farm that Joe rented from his 

parents, John and Jemima Wasson.  He married Esther Gensicke in October 1921, 

and they settled down to farm life the following spring.  This note covers the 

years between his birth and marriage. 

 

Duncan James Wasson was born on April 19, 1885 to Joseph R. and Carrie Sawyer Wasson on the 

family farm owned by his grandparents just to the west of Onslow in Madison Township, Jones 

County, Iowa.  Joe and Carrie had married on February 5, 1879 at the home of her parents, 

Samuel and Ellen Sawyer. 

 

• For more about Joe and Carrie Wasson, see Joe and Carrie Wasson. 

 

• For more about Samuel and Ellen Sawyer, see Samuel and Ellen Sawyer. 

 

Duncan was the third of their three children.  His two older sisters included the following: 

• Ellen “Ella” Jemima Wasson, born April 30, 1880, in Madison Township, Jones County, 

Iowa 

• Jessie (likely short for Jeannette) Gertrude Wasson, born May 27, 1882, in Madison 

Township, Jones County, Iowa 
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This cradle originally belonged to Joe and Carrie.  It was used by Duncan and his sisters. 

 

Joe and Carrie appear to have named their children after relatives on both sides of the family.  

Duncan James Wasson was named after a pair of uncles.  Carrie’s uncle Duncan McNeil served in 

the Union Army during the Civil War.  He was killed in a magazine explosion at Fort Fisher in North 

Carolina the morning after Union forces captured the fort in January 1865.  Duncan’s uncle James 

Wasson – one of Joe’s brothers – died from inflammation of the bowels about a year before 

Duncan was born. 

 

• For more about Duncan McNeil, see Duncan McNeil (1839-1865), Civil War Soldier and 

His Legacy. 

 

• For more about James Wasson, see James Wasson (1852-1884). 

 

Joe and Carrie lived on the farm that Joe’s parents, John and Jemima Wasson, purchased in 1864.  

John and Jemima retired from farming at about the time that Joe and Carrie got married, and 

moved onto a small second residence built towards the front of the property.  Joe rented the 

farm from his parents.  This included the main house, farm buildings and most of the land, but 

excluded the second residence and a small amount of land set aside for John and Jemima to use 

for their garden and orchard.  Joe continued to rent this farm from his parents – and then from 

his mother after his father died in 1888 – until early 1906 when the farm was sold.  It was here 

that Duncan and his sisters were raised. 
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Andreas Jansen stands in front of his farm, what was the John Wasson Farm that he acquired 

from the Jemima Wasson estate in 1906.  This undated photo was likely taken between 1907 

and 1915, after Jansen expanded the main farm house and added a barn. 

 

 
The former John Wasson Farm in 2021 
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• For more about John and Jemima Wasson and their life in Iowa, see John and Jemima 

Wasson in Iowa. 

 

• For more about the John Wasson Farm, see The John Wasson Farm, Madison Township, 

Jones County, Iowa. 

 

Early Years 

I have turned up little specific information about Duncan’s early years.  He would have attended 

school in Onslow.  The one-room Wasson School that had stood across the road from the Wasson 

farm had closed years before when a consolidated Onslow school district was organized, and was 

moved to a different location and used for storage.   

 

It is not clear whether Duncan actually graduated from the school in Onslow.  He and his sisters 

were not listed in the known records of those students who graduated from Onslow schools. 

 

  
The two-room school in town that Duncan would have initially attended (left); a new public 

school was built in 1898, which is where Duncan would have finished his education (right).  

However, I haven’t found any articles that actually mention Duncan and school. 

 

The Wassons were active in the Onslow Presbyterian Church.  Grandfather John Wasson helped 

to raise money for the church building and for a time served as a church trustee, and 

grandmother Jemima Wasson worked at the church until her health declined.  Aunt Jeannette 

Wasson Sim taught Sunday School there for more than forty years, and her husband David served 

several terms as a church elder.  Duncan attended this church, and was baptized and confirmed 

here, although as an adult he rarely attended church. 
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Onslow Presbyterian Church 

 

 
Jessie and Duncan, probably in the early 1890s 
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During these years, social news about the Wassons reported on family birthdays, the purchase 

of a piano, their hosting an ice cream social to raise money for the church, injuries, visiting 

relatives, and some of their own travels, all fairly typical of Onslow area families at the time. 

 

Duncan’s grandfather John died in 1888.  His grandmother Jemima continued to live on the farm 

with Joe and his family, although she remained in the second house until she became too infirm 

to live alone.  At that point, Jemima moved in with her daughter Mary Gridley, but they clashed, 

so she moved in with Joe, Carrie and their children in January 1897. 

 

Joe and Carrie Divorce 

Not long after, Joe and Carrie separated.  In July 1897, Carrie left for nearby Olin where her 

mother Ellen lived to open a millinery store.  Less than two weeks after Duncan’s 13th birthday in 

April 1898, Carrie moved to Stanwood, Iowa, where she bought a house and took in boarders.  

Carrie filed for divorce from Joe the following month.  After ending the first case and refiling a 

second case, their divorce was granted in October 1899. 

 

Ella had finished high school by the time Carrie left, so she moved to Stanwood to live with her 

mother.  Jessie remained on the farm with her father and Duncan until she finished school at the 

end of the 1898-1899 school year.  Only then did she move to Stanwood.  Duncan remained with 

his father and grandmother Jemima on the farm. 

 

Not long after this, Carrie and her mother Ellen moved to Cedar Rapids, Iowa, as did one of her 

boarders, Ralph Miller.  Carrie and Ralph married in 1901. 

 

Ella married Benjamin Spear in 1900, and they moved to Portage La Prairie, Manitoba, Canada.  

Jessie moved to Canada with them.  It was there where she met William McBride.  Jessie and 

William married in Cedar Rapids in January 1903 before returning to Canada. 

 

After Ellen died, Carrie and Ralph moved to Portland, Oregon, but they divorced not long after 

that.   Carrie then moved to Canada to live with a daughter, although she eventually ended up 

back in Cedar Rapids. 

 

While his mother was living in Stanwood and then Cedar Rapids before moving to Portland, there 

were a number of social news articles about Duncan visiting his mother.  But these completely 

stopped after she moved to Oregon.  It appears that for some unknown reason, Duncan and 

Carrie were estranged for the rest of her life, as I have not turned up any further articles reporting 

visits between them, Duncan was not mentioned in articles about her death, and there were no 

articles reporting that Duncan had traveled to Cedar Rapids for her funeral.  (During those years, 

there were a number of such articles regarding his wife Esther’s family.) 
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Duncan’s nephew, Russell Duncan Spear, was born in December 1900.  This photo includes 

Jessie, Duncan, Russell and Ella, and was from 1901 when Duncan was about 16 years old. 

 

 
Duncan with his nephew Russell Duncan Spear 
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Jessie returned to Cedar Rapids for her January 1903 wedding to William McBride.  This photo 

includes Ella, Jessie and Duncan, and was taken when Duncan was 17 years old. 

 

Comment:  Although the baby is identified as Russell Spear in the above photos, Russell 

was born in December 1900, which would date those photos to 1901.  But I think that 

Duncan and his sisters all look somewhat older in those photos than they do in the photo 

taken in 1903.  Both Ella and Jessie gave birth in 1907 (daughter Leslie Spear and son 

William Hobart McBride, respectively), and they were both in Cedar Rapids, Iowa for 

Christmas with their mother at the end of that year.  Duncan, now 22, joined them for the 

holiday, which would have given them the opportunity for joint photos that year 

 

Duncan Grows up 

As a maturing teenager and young adult, Duncan made the local news more often. 

 

A 13-year-old Duncan (the 1898 article says he was 14) was mysteriously injured and returned to 

his home on the farm west of Onslow after attending a dance.  No one stepped forward to explain 

what had happened or how Duncan got back home. 
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Monticello Express, October 6, 1898 

 

 
Duncan as a teenager 
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Duncan would have had his regular farm chores, but Joe started including him on trips to livestock 

sales and auctions.  They would eventually become partners in livestock and real estate trading 

as J.R. Wasson & Son.  Duncan enjoyed going to livestock sales well into his later years, both for 

business and for the social aspects. 

 

 
Monticello Express, December 12, 1901 

 

In October 1902, Duncan’s grandmother Jemima died.  Joe, Duncan and a housekeeper continued 

to live on the farm, as Joe had renewed his lease with his mother for the farm for another three 

years shortly before Jemima died. 

 

If Duncan graduated from high school, it likely would have been in 1902.  Later that year, he 

moved to Cedar Rapids to attend the Cedar Rapids Business College.  He didn’t appear to attend 

the school for very long, and there was no published indication of what he studied or whether he 

completed his coursework there. 

 

 
Monticello Express, December 4, 1902 

 

 
Monticello Express, February 5, 1903 

 

 
Cedar Rapids Business College, corner of 2nd Avenue and 5th Street, 1906 
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In July 1903, Joe married twice-divorced Lydia Arnold, and she moved onto the John Wasson 

Farm and became Duncan’s stepmother.  Duncan had returned to the farm by early 1904.  Joe 

and Lydia divorced in March 1907, and neither was mentioned in the other’s obituary.  But while 

they were married, Joe and Lydia appeared in typical social news stories, including when Lydia 

hosted a surprise party for Duncan’s 19th birthday. 

 

 
Anamosa Eureka, April 21, 1904 

 

 
Anamosa Eureka, May 19, 1904 
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Monticello Express, August 11, 1904 

 

 
Monticello Express, September 14, 1905 

 

 
Anamosa Eureka, January 11, 1906 

 

The Sim-Wasson Farm 

Joe had signed a new three-year lease for his parents’ farm shortly before Jemima died in October 

1902.  Her will left the farm to her surviving children who agreed to honor the lease before selling 

the farm.  The lease ran through early 1906, at which point the farm was sold to Andreas Jansen. 

 

Although she had moved into town, Joe’s sister Jeannette still owned the Sim Farm east of 

Onslow, and had been renting it out to Harbison Orr.  But Orr bought the Walston Farm next 

door, and Joe began renting the Sim Farm, moving there on March 1, 1906. 

 

Duncan would move there later, but in early 1906 he and his friend Will Dennison traveled out 

to Los Angeles, California where they stayed for several months.  While they were out there, they 

served as pallbearers for a young woman from the Onslow area who had died in Los Angeles 

while staying with relatives. 
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Anamosa Eureka, March 15, 1906 
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Duncan Wasson (left) and Will Dennison (right) 

 

 
Anamosa Eureka, August 30, 1906; Carrie Miller was Duncan’s mother 

 

 
Anamosa Eureka, October 11, 1906 

 

When Joe and Lydia separated in January 1907, Joe and Duncan hosted a group of local women 

for some sewing and a feast. 
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Anamosa Eureka (left), January 31, 1907 
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Monticello Express, February 21, 1907 

 

During these years, the social news showed an increased closeness between Duncan and his aunt 

Jeannette, such as her hosting his 22nd birthday party.  I haven’t found comparable articles about 

Jeannette and her other nieces and nephews. 

 

• For more about Jeannette, see Jeannette M. Wasson (1847-1914). 

 

 
Wyoming Journal, April 25, 1907 

 

By 1910, Duncan had taken over the ownership of the Sim Farm – what I refer to as the Sim-

Wasson Farm – from his aunt Jeannette.  I have not turned up any news articles as to whether 

this was a purchase or a gift.  Family lore suggested that Duncan had inherited the farm from 

Jeannette.  But Jeannette didn’t die until 1914, and she died without a will.  Without a will, a 

husband or surviving children of her own, the farm would have gone to her siblings rather than 

to Duncan had she owned it at the time of her death.  In any event, Duncan now owned a 

substantial 200-acre farm. 
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Joe and Duncan lived on the farm until early 1912, when they “retired” from farming and moved 

into town.  Duncan rented out the farm for the next 10 years, until after he was married. 

 

• For more about the Sim-Wasson Farm, see The Sim-Wasson Farm, Wyoming Township, 

Jones County, Iowa. 

 

Duncan as an Adult 

Duncan appeared to have an active social life in the Onslow community as a single young man. 

 

 
Monticello Express, October 17, 1907 

  

 
Monticello Express, December 26, 1907 

 

 
Anamosa Journal, November 18, 1909 

 

 
Anamosa Eureka December 9, 1909 
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The Onslow baseball team, with Duncan Wasson, the lanky man second 

from the left in the back row, beat the Wyoming team 5-2 in a June 1910 

rivalry game. 

 

 
Duncan Wasson strikes out here, but he had two of the team’s six hits and 

scored two of Onslow’s five runs. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Wyoming Journal, June 30, 1910 
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Duncan and Joe became increasingly active in livestock trading.  They also started investing in 

real estate, acquiring lots in town as well as farms that they would then rent out.  Most of these 

farms were in neighboring townships, but at least one was in Wisconsin. 

 

 
Monticello Express, December 8, 1910 

 

 
Monticello Express, December 15, 1910 

 

 
Cedar Rapids Gazette, March 13, 1911 
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Duncan bought his first car in 1911.  That same year, he and Roy Beck rented the Ames Building 

in Onslow so that they could start a pool room and barber shop.  It did not seem to be a going 

concern, however, as it was not mentioned again in the local news. 

 

 
Wyoming Journal, July 13, 1911 

 

 
Anamosa Eureka, December 7, 1911 

 

In 1912, Jeannette sold most of the property in Onslow that she and her husband David had 

purchased years earlier to Joe and Duncan, all but the house on the corner of Anamosa Avenue 

and 2nd Street where she lived. 

 

  
Anamosa Journal, May 2, 1912 

 

 
Anamosa Eureka, December 19, 1912 

 

 
Anamosa Eureka, October 9, 1913 
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Monticello Express, October 13, 1913 

 

 
Monticello Enterprise, October 16, 1913 

 

 
Anamosa Eureka, October 23, 1913 

 

 
Wyoming Journal, April 16, 1914 
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Duncan (left) and his friend Will Dennison in front of his aunt Jeannette Sim’s house 

 

About a week before she died, Duncan’s aunt Jeannette gave him her house in Onslow.  Because 

she died without a will, John Krouse – the widower of Jane Wasson Krouse who had previously 

created issues for the family surrounding the estate of Jemima Wasson – recommended Clifford 

B. Paul to serve as the estate administrator.  Soon, Duncan was ordered to appear in court 

regarding Jeannette’s estate.  I assume this had to do with how Duncan had taken ownership of 

Jeannette’s house shortly before she died, as the house otherwise would have been the primary 

asset in Jeannette’s estate to be divided among her heirs.  But this was soon resolved, and Duncan 

set about getting the house fixed up before hosting an ice cream social there. 

 

• For more about this house, see The Sim Town House and Properties, Onslow, Iowa. 

 

 
Anamosa Eureka, June 25, 1914 
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Anamosa Eureka, July 23, 1914 

 

 
Monticello Express, August 13, 1914 

 

 
Anamosa Eureka, September 17, 1914 

 

 
Anamosa Eureka, May 18, 1916 
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Monticello Express, January 27, 1916 

 

 
Monticello Express, October 26, 1916 

 

 
Anamosa Eureka, December 28, 1916 
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Ed Beck, Ed Conley, Roy Beck and Duncan Wasson (right) 

 

Duncan Fathers a Daughter 

At some point in the summer of 1915, now-30-year-old Duncan impregnated Minnie June Wilker, 

the 21-year-old daughter of Wyoming, Iowa hardware store owner William Wilker and his wife 

Minnie.  Duncan and June’s daughter, Mary Ann, was born in Kansas City, Missouri on April 3, 

1916. 

 

However, Duncan and June never married.  Mary Ann was adopted and raised by June’s parents 

as their fifth child.  There was no known contact between Duncan and the Wilkers at this point, 

and Mary Ann was never acknowledged in the Wasson household.  Duncan’s sons with his wife 

Esther did not find out about Mary Ann’s existence until the 1980s. 

 

• For more about Mary Ann Wilker, see Mary Ann Wilker (1916-2020). 

 

Life in Cedar Rapids 

In August 1916, Joe Wasson married Edna Orr Hanna, a widow with three children.  They initially 

moved to Anamosa.  In early 1918, Joe bought Duncan’s properties in Onslow including the house 

Jeannette had given him.  Duncan moved in with Joe and his new family in Anamosa while they 

prepared the house to serve as their home. 

 

By 1918, Duncan was working as a railroad brakeman for the Cedar Rapids & Iowa City Railway.  

At some point after Joe, Edna and her children moved back to Onslow in June 1918, Duncan 

moved to Cedar Rapids.  He was living in Cedar Rapids by early 1919. 
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Duncan Wasson (back row holding the flag) and the “Jones County Boys”, at the end of the 

Great War (World War I), November 11, 1918; on November 12, Duncan was appointed 

assistant leader and special police officer for a group of local Jones County men who were en 

route to Mobilization Camp at Camp Dodge at Johnston, Iowa near Des Moines. 

 

Duncan’s sister Jessie had married William McBride in 1903, and lived with him in Canada until 

they separated and then divorced in 1919.  She then moved to Cedar Rapids. 

 

In 1919, Jessie and Harbison Orr decided to get married.  Because a year had not passed since 

her divorce, Jessie had to petition the court to allow her to marry again so soon.  Once the court 

granted her petition, Harb and Jessie were married on July 24, 1919 in Anamosa, Iowa. 

 

The newlyweds bought a small property on 23rd (Wilson) Avenue in Cedar Rapids, and moved 

there once their new home was ready.  Duncan moved in with his sister and brother-in-law.  By 

the 1920 U.S. Census, Duncan was working in auto sales or service (the occupation is partially 

illegible) while still living with the Orrs. 
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Olin Record OR, February 21, 1918 

 

 
Wyoming Journal, February 21, 1918 

 

 
Wyoming Journal, August 21, 1919 

 

 
Anamosa Eureka, July 8, 1920 
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In September 1920, Duncan found himself in legal trouble when he was accused of the crime of 

seduction.  Seduction as a crime involved consensual sex where the consent was given based on 

false claims or promises, such as a man promising to marry a woman in order to get her to agree 

to have sex with him without actually planning to follow through on that promise.  The case was 

presented to a grand jury, but I found no further mentions of this case in the news, suggesting 

that the grand jury did not recommend charges. 

 

 
Cedar Rapids Gazette, September 14, 1920 
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Anamosa Eureka, September 16, 1920 

 

 
Anamosa, Eureka, February 17, 1921 

 

Marriage 

The 1920 U.S. Census record that showed the Harbison Orr household (starting on line 14) also 

showed on the same page the F.H. Gensicke household (starting on line 40) where Esther 

Gensicke was living.  The Orr household and the Gensicke household were neighbors on the same 

street, living just a handful of houses from one another. 

 

Esther, a young school teacher, met Duncan in the spring of 1921, and as she put it, “a few months 

of ardent courtship followed….”  When Esther was attending summer school in Ames, Iowa in 

1921, Duncan pursued her, and he proposed marriage with a large diamond ring.  Esther agreed. 

 

Female teachers weren’t allowed to get married in those days, so Duncan and Esther eloped to 

Galena, Illinois, where they were married in the parsonage at St. Matthew’s Lutheran Church on 

October 6, 1921, but they kept their marriage secret until the following spring. 
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St. Matthews Lutheran Church and Parsonage, Galena, Illinois, where Duncan and Esther were 

married 

 

 
Duncan and Esther’s marriage was recorded in the logs of the St. Matthews Lutheran Church in 

Galena, Illinois.  Note that both listed Cedar Rapids as their place of residence. 

 

• For more about how Duncan and Esther met, see When Duncan Met Esther. 

• For more about Esther, see My Story by Esther Gensicke Wasson. 

 

The lease for the last tenant on Duncan’s farm near Onslow was up in early 1922.  Duncan and 

Esther moved onto the farm on March 20, 1922, and raised their family there.  They sold the farm 

and retired to Cedar Rapids in 1958. 
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Esther Gensicke Wasson in her wedding photo, 1921 

 

 

 
Wyoming Journal, March 23, 1922 
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Anamosa Eureka, March 23, 1922 

 

 
Duncan and Esther lived on this farm east of Onslow, Jones County, Iowa, from 1922 to 1958. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Prepared by Mark David Wasson 
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