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In our family, there is a strong and influential maternal heritage. 
It seems to begin with Margaret Jane Orr, my third great-
grandmother. Margaret was born in Ontario, Canada, in 1833, to 
Irish immigrant parents. By 1859, when Margaret married John 
Topping, she was living in Wisconsin. John entered the Union 
Army to serve in the Civil War in 1861. At that time, they had one 
daughter and Margaret’s son from a previous marriage. John 
visited his family one time during his service, tenderly 
expressing his love for them. Tragically, John was killed at the 
Battle of Antietam in September 1862. Five months before his 
death, my second great-grandmother, Virginia Caroline 
Topping, was born. She was given her name at her father’s 
suggestion in a letter to Margaret. I have often thought of the 
difficulties Margaret likely endured as she lost her husband after 

such a short time and carried on raising her three children. I 
marvel at the strength and determination she would have 
needed. She never remarried. 

Amazingly, Virginia had an incredible love and respect for the 
father she never met. She had a gift for writing and preserved 
her father’s legacy through the written word, including a 
touching poem tribute. Virginia was known as Ginny, and we are 
told she was a suffragette and had ‘wide wegs.’ (Legs!) After her 
family moved to Page County, Iowa, Ginny married Charles 
Clark Morgan in 1881. Five children were born to Ginny and 
Charlie in Iowa: four sons and one daughter, my great-
grandmother Maud May. They moved to a homestead in Gove 
County, Kansas, in 1893. Charlie’s mother also lived with them. 
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In 1908, our independent grandmother was divorced from 
Charlie. She spent a great deal of her time traveling through 
several states working various jobs. In 1921 she was in the 
‘small village’ of Bellevue, Washington. When she died in 1928, 
she was living on a ranch west of Boise, Idaho, near one of her 
sons. Her strength of character is a thing of legends in our 
family. There are several descendants named Virginia and 
Caroline, including my own mother. 

Maud May Morgan, born in 1884, traveled with her mother and 
brothers to the Kansas homestead by train from Iowa. Maud 
lived to the age of 90 in the vicinity of that homestead. In 1905, 
she married Freddie Bemiss. They operated a number of small 
businesses and lived in a variety of homes, including a hotel in 

Grinnell, Kansas. The couple raised nine children: five sons and 
four daughters. My grandmother, Luella Mae, was the eldest of the daughters. Maud worked 
for the local newspaper for many years and loved to quilt. Many traditions have come through 
to current generations including her cobbler recipe and the notion that if you complained 
about a meal you got to do the dishes! We often say, ‘it’s just the way I like it.’ Grandma Bemiss 
was well-known, well-loved, and highly respected in her family and community. Her steadiness 
and love were the glue that held her family together. 

When Luella was born in 1916, times were difficult for the Bemiss family. They were living on a 
farm outside of town, but my grandma had fond memories of her childhood. ‘Lu’ and her 
brothers played several instruments. Sometimes, they hired out to play at dances and parties. 
She loved to dance the Irish jig. In fact, we thought we were practically full-blood Irish ourselves 
because of her love of all things Irish! Lu married Carl Avery in 1935. They had three children, 
the oldest of whom is my mom, Virginia Gayle. This marriage ended in divorce, but Gram 
remarried in 1940 to my remarkable Gramp, Howard Epps. 
Their two children complete the family. In about 1944, they 
moved from Denver, Colorado, to Seattle, where Gram passed 
away in 1988. Her positive attitude and twinkling eyes are just 
a part of her loving legacy. 

We can add four straight-line female generations from Luella 
to my granddaughter, Tessa Caroline. Each and every one of 
us looks up to these strong women who went before us and 
paved the way through difficulties unique to their own lives. 
Margaret started it; the others built on it. My grandma, Lu, 
wrote the following poem for her own mother. I believe each 
of us can relate with the sentiments expressed therein. Happy 
Mother’s Day to all the mothers and those who mother.
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