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M

any fourth graders learned
about the settling of the
Indiana wilderness by
reading of the adventures of a young
girl named Susan Calvin and a doll
companion that was handmade
by her grandmother. Abigail, was
named for the little ragdoll and was
written by Portia Howe Sperry and
Lois Donaldson in 1938. The doll
came before the book and both were
inspired by Portia Sperry.
In 1931, Portia and her family
moved to Brown County from Fort
Wayne, Indiana in the midst of the
Great Depression. Her husband Ralph's
job ended with the bankruptcy of
·. the piano factory where he worked,
followed by the closing of RCA where
he briefly designed radio cabinets.
Portia described her family's decision

to move to Brown County in a story
printed in the October, 1934 issue of
the Womans Home Companion:
"I remembered a tiny village we
had often passed in the southern part
of our state. The folk, hardly more
than five hundred in all, seemed
kindly ... .Somehow my imagination
took me straight there, where we
could live for far less than in any city.
We could have a garden and put
vegetables and fruits for winter:'
The Sperrys and their children
had to carry water from across the
road oftheir first home in Brown
County, and drinking water a quarter
of a mile from higher up the hill. At
the foot of the hill, they made their
garden that summer. With the family
toiling together in their plot, her son,
Jim asked Portia through a beaming,
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dirt-and-sweat streaked smile,
"People say you have to have
money to be happy; we haven't
any money and we just couldn't
be any happier, could we?"
Ralph worked as a foreman
at the Bessire apple orchards
and Portia did several odd
jobs before being asked by
Jack Rogers to manage a small
. gift shop next to the Nashville
House (now Spears Pottery).
The family worked together
and eventually moved to a
more comfortable home. Ralph
converted their hen house into
a workshop that winter and
restored an old piano for the
university.
That first winter inspired
Portia to produce a doll for
the shop she managed, Brown
County Folks. She had been
stocking the store with locally
produced crafts such as pottery,

wood carvings, woven fabrics, hand-braided rugs, and
paintings.
Many hours were spent designing Abigail. The doll's
wig was made of cotton fabric strips and braided.
Buttons, ties, and hooks and eyes were used on the
clothing and shoes, just as real child_ren's clothes were
fastened. The blouse and skirt were made of calico,
with a white linen apron, shoes of oilcloth, and a
bonnet. The facial features were painted using "fast
dyes" by Carolyn Griffith, wife of painter LO. Griffith;
She created a carrier for Abigail using two Quaker
oatmeal boxes fastened end to end, and covered over
with wallpaper. Leather handles were added. Portia
went door to door to find women who would provide
the workforce needed to make the doll in quantity.
The Nashville House held a "Christening Party"
for Abigail, the Log Cabin Doll, in February, 1932.
Newspapers carried invitations to the party, and also
wrote about Portia and the artisans who created
Abigail. The publicity gained national attention.
Retailers such as the LS. Ayres Company and
Marshall Fields wanted to carry Abigail. People at the
Quaker Oats company were so taken by the enthusiasm
of Portia Sperry when she asked them about obtaining
boxes that they donated the first hundred.
First Lady Eleanor Roosevelt visited the Brown
County Folks shop in 1934. Her granddaughters
recount that Portia said Mrs. Roosevelt exclaimed "Oh, I
recognize Abigail!" as she entered the shop,
The Abigail doll has been made through the years
under the direction of three generations of the Sperry
family. Ralph and Portia Sperry passed a legacy to their
family and beyond. The motto"Sweet are the uses of
adversity;' appears on the family crest. An Abigail doll
has a place on a corner of the crest along with garden
tools, a cow, and a piano. Jim lovingly wrote in his book
for the family, that his mother was a "liberal, liberated
woman:' She was on the "cutting edge of women's
thoughts and ideas:'
The Brown County Folks shop was in the Sperry
family until 1984. Traces, the publication of the
Indiana Historical Society, published a story about the
Sperry family in its fall, 2001 edition entitled "Doing
It Together:' In a fitting tribute to the spirit of Portia,
Ralph, and their children Posey, Charles, Jim, and Emily,
an exhibition opened in May, of that year at the Indiana
Historical Society Headquarters called "A Working Life:'
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ring the entire family to the Village of Nashville
for the 8th Annual Taste of Brown County on May
16, 2015. From noon to 5 p.m., local restaurants,
confectioners, and vendors will serve up samples of
specialty dishes and sweets that can only be found in
Brown County. The event also will feature plenty of kids'
activities, live music, a family-friendly wine garden, as
well as hourly giveaways and prizes. Savor the local
flavor and treat your taste buds to a day of food, fun,
and entertainment at the Taste of Brown County.
Presented by the Brown County Convention and
Visitors Bureau and Big Brothers Big Sisters of Brown
County, this year's Taste event is chock-full of exciting
new features. In addition to its new central location at
the Courthouse parking lot and grounds, this year's
event will provide the opportunity for guests to win
several top-notch prizes, including an overnight
getaway for two to Brown County.
Not only will guests be able to sample the best
dishes, treats, and drinks Brown County has to offer, but
they also can kick back and relax to an afternoon of live
music, performed from 12 p.m. to 5 p.m. After filling up
on delicious local fare in the sampling area and familyfriendly wine garden, guests are encouraged to bring
along their blankets and chairs and stay awhile.
The Taste of Brown County will have plenty of
activities to keep the kids busy as well. A kid zone,
complete with a bounce house and other fun games,
will be a guaranteed good time for children of all ages.
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A People's Choice Award winner for best sample also
will be announced at 5 p.m., as guests are encouraged to
vote throughout the day for their favorite.
Admission to the event is $5; childre_n 5 years and
younger are free. Samples and other food items will be
available for purchase, with no samples exceeding $5.
A portion of the proceeds will benefit Big Brothers Big
Sisters of Brown County. Tickets are available online at
<www.tasteofbrowncounty.com>, as well as will be sold
the day of the event.
All those purchasing tickets will automatically be
entered into Taste giveaways and must be present to
win. Prize winners will be announced hourly beginning
at 1 p.m., with the overnight getaway winner being
announced between 2 p.m. and 3 p.m.
For more information on the Taste of Brown County
and for a full list of participating vendors, please visit
<www.tasteofbrowncounty.com> or call (812) 988-7303.
With plenty of food and entertainment to satisfy
even the hungriest of appetites, there is something for
everyone to enjoy at the Taste of Brown County. Come
hungry, leave happy, and savor the local flavor in Brown
County on May 16. •

Nashville's only 6uest Ranch
...because a campfire helps you see things
in a different light. TM

Home of the

Holler Hoppin'
Zip Lines

11-room inn
1vacation home
Public trail rides
Family reunions
Women's retreats
Kids' horse retreats
Lighted basketball court
Playground equipment
Hiking and relaxation

II'
11

!I.

Fishing
Nightly campfires
Hayrides
Team building
Low ropes course
Weddings
Church events
54 acres of land

1292 State Road 135 South Three miles east of Nashville
www.rawhideranchusa.com

ABIGAIL continued from 25
The doll has been trademarked by the Sperry family
and current production is under the care and oversight
of granddaughters Sarah Mitchell and Abigail Sperry,
who live about half an hour from Boulder, Colorado.
Collectors will be happy to know that the doll is being
fashioned after the Abigail of the 1940s era. Dolls can
be ordered on-line at <www.Abigaildoll.com>. The
website is an archive of the Sperry family and includes
photos, articles, and letters.
You can also purchase an Abigail doll at Spears
Pottery, located at the site of the original shop. The
Abigail book is printed by and available from the
Indiana Historical Society at their gift shop and online.
An Abigail doll will be part of a permanent
exhibition called an "American Enterprise Exhibition"
at the National Museum of American History of the
Smithsonian. The exhibition will focus on the role of
business and innovation from 1770 through 201 O, and
is scheduled to open on July 1, 2015.
American 1poet, James Russell Lowell, said, "Mishaps
are like knives that either serve or cut us, as we grasp
them by the blade or the handle:'The sharp blade of
the Great Depression was handled by the Sperrys and
their community as an opportunity to work together. •
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