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Reclaiming the American Dream
America was founded on dreams, grit and determination.  The current economic slump has been taxing, with unemployment jumping, banks in distress, falling real-estate prices’ and more.  But, overcoming adversity is what makes us great.  I’d like to share a personal family story of a dream, perseverance and success.
My grandmother, Ellen Elizabeth Brailsford, the first of eight children, was born in Buffalo, New York on September 27th 1901.  My great grandfather (Ellen’s father) Albert, had been in the hardwood lumber business for a few years, but wasn’t happy.  He had grown up a cattle man and dreamed of returning to it.
In February, 1904 Albert, his wife Betsy and their two babies Ellen and Bee, took the train from Buffalo to San Diego.  Albert had expected to buy a cattle ranch in California, but prices were too high and the country not right.  From there they went on to Klamath Falls in Southern Oregon.  Upon arrival, he bought three horses, Cap, Nelly and Susie, a big wagon, a canvas tarp, flour, sugar, salt, beans, bacon, canned tomatoes, corn, axle grease, horse shoes and nails.  With Betsy perched high with a baby tied to the seat on either side of her as not to bounce out, Albert grabbed the reins and started walking east. 
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In his mind Albert knew what the perfect ranch was.  “It should lie at an elevation low enough to raise good alfalfa for winter feed, it should open its gates to open country that rolls onto gentle hills where the grass comes early and the hills should rise gradually so the grass keeps coming as spring advances until they merge into the mountains.  That way the cattle will go higher and higher with the summer and in the fall come grazing back to the ranch.”
The trip was hard.  They were the first on the wagon trail since the past autumn, so vast areas had been washed out.  Often, Albert had to cut sagebrush, stack it and then cover it with dirt to support their team and wagon.  Betsy had it hard as well.  She was washing for two babies and two grownups in a bucket or stream and cooking over a campfire.  One Sunday night they setup camp next to a stream.  Shortly after, they realized there were Indians camped above on the ridge.  In the evening, around 6 o’clock, Albert left to check on the horses in a nearby clearing, while Betsy fed Ellen and Bee.  An hour passed and the sun went down, while the Indians grew louder, now shouting and sounding rough.  As time passed Betsy’s anxiety rose.  What should she do?  What if Albert had been killed?  Albert carried all of the money, what if he didn’t come back?  She sorted through their belongings and found Albert’s pistol.  She sat at the mouth of the tent with pistol in hand. 
Albert had gone to the clearing to find all three horses were gone.  He then ran to a nearby ranch to borrow a mount where there was only a pony available.  It was obvious to Albert where the horses had gone as the tracks were clear in the dry sand.  The noise of the Indians had scared the horses which then broke free.  Susie was a thoroughbred and Albert new she wouldn’t stop until she reached what she knew as home, Palo Alto, and of course Cap and Nelly would follow.  Albert rode as fast as the pony would go and after hours he came in sight of his three horses.  With great effort he was able to corner them and captured Susie.  Albert started back to camp with Cap, Nelly and the pony following, untied.  He made it back to their campsite around midnight to find Betsy in tears; she grew even more upset when Albert confessed the pistol wasn’t loaded.



By late August they followed the Snake River from Bliss to Hagerman Valley Idaho.  With autumns arrival they prepared for the approaching winter by renting a two room log cabin.  Conklins’ cabin 
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wasn’t well maintained, so much of the mortar between logs had fallen out that Albert used to joke “You could throw a dog thru”.  It was cold and long, but they came through the winter fine.
Upon spring’s arrival, Albert headed out on his own in order to travel faster.  He found excellent cattle country in British Columbia, but it was no place to raise a family.  There were no schools and the area was yet to be settled.  Yes, he was referring to Indians.  Albert returned to Conklins’ cabin in late spring to find Mrs. Kenelly’s ranch for sale, he bought it.  At the time there were barely a dozen ranches settled in Idaho.
The land was the richest in the valley, though the house probably the poorest.  One of Ellen’s earliest memories is of her mother Betsy placing the legs of the beds in cans of kerosene to keep the bed bugs at bay, though they still dropped from the ceiling. 
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Albert moved quickly and bought cattle, but he hadn’t judged the area properly.   His ranch wouldn’t make it as a cattle ranch.  But Albert would not quit, he turned to sheep from cattle.  One man with one dog could handle 2000 sheep.   With that, the Brailsford sheep ranch was born.  The Brailsford family grew to a total of ten and by the time they could walk they were expected to work with the stock.  The children attended school, but had chores every morning and worked the ranch every afternoon.  The school only went through eighth grade so at age fourteen Ellen started working the ranch fulltime.
Ellen loved school and was extremely intelligent.  After completing the eighth grade her thirst continued for more education.  A neighbor that lived about seven miles away owned the Encyclopedia Britannica set.  Ellen borrowed one volume at a time and studied each one to the point of memorization.  Without a high school education, she applied and was accepted to Stanford University.
By today’s standards the Brailsford family was poor.  Even by the standards of 1920 they were poor and there wasn’t any extra money for Stanford, but that wouldn’t deter her.  For the four years she only had one dress to wear and always carried a job to pay her way.  Upon graduation, she married her sweetheart Edward Elliott an engineering student.   Edward’s dream was to work on Wall Street; the “roaring 20’s” were in full swing.  To save enough money for the move the two took jobs in a copper mine in Arizona.  With a hundred dollars saved, they moved to New York.
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Edward had a huge presence and quickly landed a job with one of the top Wall Street firms where he was told to report to work on Monday.  Edward enthusiastically arrived Monday ready to dive right in; he had landed his dream job.  The market opened and that Monday turned into “The Black Monday” that kicked-off the crash of 1929.  Within hours of starting Edward was called into his boss’s office and told that the firm had lost a significant portion of its capital and they would have to let him go.  He didn’t go easily, he begged and pleaded and by the end of the meeting he had a new deal.  He would work for free, but in return he and Ellen could live in the basement of the building.  So they moved in, Edward worked for free while Ellen cleaned apartments.
The stock market didn’t improve for years, but Edward pushed forward, eventually heading the research department.  Over the next several years he went from basement dweller to owning his own Wall Street firm and becoming the father of three, John, Mary and David.  He died in 1960 at the age of 60 as one of Wall Street’s most highly respected.
After losing her husband, Ellen moved to Princeton to follow her daughter Mary (my mother).  But this time she wouldn’t be cleaning apartments, they had done well on Wall Street.  But, she wasn’t going to sit around either.  She became active with several causes with an emphasis on helping people who weren’t free, refugees from countries falling to communism or suppressed by evil dictators. And with her love of education and appreciation of the arts, she became a docent at the Princeton University Museum.  It was never about her, it was about helping others.
Ellen’s daughter, my mother Mary, died suddenly on the fourth of July, 1987.  As we sat together a couple of days later, Ellen said “George, when I die, you don’t need to be sad.  I’ve been so fortunate, done everything I’ve ever put my mind to, it’s been a wonderful life”.  She followed Mary three years later, but I was sad, I was going to miss the wonderful person she was.


After her passing I was fortunate to find that my grandmother Ellen had written her memoirs and saved important letters from her childhood.  While she lived I was never aware of the challenges she had faced, all she had ever talked about was how blessed she had been.  It’s extremely comforting to have known someone who had faced such adversity but was always so positive and happy. 
Though we are currently faced with tough economic times, it is comforting to know that our ancestors have endured challenges of equal or greater magnitude.   And with that they have continued to thrive and enjoyed life’s adventures.

By the way, today the Brailsford sheep ranch is still thriving in Hagerman Valley Idaho.
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