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A Box Full of Family
by Tony Hanson

Several years ago, I was cleaning out my attic and came 
across a small box that contained pictures, several pairs 

of old eyeglasses, letters written in the 1940s and a few 
other tidbits obviously left by a previous resident. 

As a genealogist I knew how much something like this would be 
appreciated by any living descendant, and I made a pledge to myself to do 
everything I could to find someone in the family that would like to 
have the box.

There was just enough information in the letters allowing me to 
begin assembling a family tree, so whenever I hit a brick wall on my 
own family I came back to this little mystery.

The two main people of interest were: 
•	 Sarah E. Miles (born Sarah Elizabeth Slutts on 11 October 

1862 in Lee, Iowa, died 01 January 1956 in Polk County, Iowa, 
married to Phineas Young Miles born 15 January 1850 in Lee, 
Iowa, died 24 Oct 1929, buried in the Corydon Cemetery, 
Wayne County, Iowa), and 

•	 Her sister Mary Bell Hunt (born Mary Bell Slutts abt. 1867 in 
Van Buren County, Iowa, died after 1943 in Keosauqua, Van 
Buren County, Iowa, married to John C. Hunt b. abt. 1861).
Over time I made a lot of progress, but I never could make 

the leap to someone in the family who was still alive. 
I subscribe to the RootsWeb NORWAY mailing list and 

have always been impressed by the level of knowledge exhibited 
by the people who are active there. One day I decided to ask them 
for some help. I posted what I knew and hoped for the best.

Four hours and twenty-seven minutes later I received a reply 
from “Ron.” He had already traced the ownership of my house 
using online records and started comparing names to the family 
tree I had assembled. He had also found some possible connect-
ions in the Social Security Death Index; those names led him to 
an online family tree that included many of the same names. He 
also contacted the owner of that tree and let her know that 
I was looking for someone to contact.

I received several more updates over the next couple of 
hours from several others but mainly from Ron as he 
happily went about filling in more blanks in my adopted 
family’s history. I think my post back to the list the next 
day says it all:

Dear Jerry, Joan, Hank, Dennis but especially Ron:
I watch the postings on this list on a regular basis and so 
I should be used to the skill, talent and generosity that is 
demon strated here every day, but still I am overwhelmed 
... thank you all so very much for all the suggestions and 
the help!
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My wife and I had a wonderful Christmas holiday but the best 
gift of all arrived on 10 January when I received this email from Lisa:

Hi, I got an email from a Ron about the box you found in your 
attic. I think it may have been left there by my 
husband’s uncle Elton McClanahan, listed on 
your tree, and I would dearly like to have it. 
Elton was my father-in-law Richard’s 
brother (both now deceased), and lived in 
Texas around the time you mention.
My husband is Richard’s son. Elton was 
Scott’s uncle. You have Elton, John and 
Kathryn listed on your tree, but there were 
also Richard and Robert born to John 
Newton McClanahan and Maude Miles (5 
children total). Maude was Sarah Slutts 
and Phineas Miles’ daughter.
Richard, my father-in-law, now deceased, 
did a lot of genealogy and I am now 
working on it extensively. Elton was called 
Mick by the family.
We may have the Texas address where 
Elton lived, and I am going to look for it 
tomorrow. I don’t think it would’ve been 
left by any other member of the family, as none 
of them ever lived in Texas. This includes 
everyone back to Sarah and Phineas, whose 
residences I have researched with census records 
and family history.I believe that Maude got the 
letters and things from her mother Sarah, and 
then they were passed onto Elton. The family 
paid a lot of attention to family 
records and saved letters, photos, 
mementos ... and these were split up 
and shared by Maude and John 
Newton’s 5 children, including Elton 
and my father-in-law Richard. 
Richard received many photos, letters, 
etc. …
Thank you so much for posting about 
the box. My father-in-law cared 
deeply about his family heritage and I 
am trying to finish what he so 
arduously began, before sites like 
Ancestry.com were around.

More email messages ensued as we 
confirmed that I had the correct family. 
I heard from her again while she was 
wait ing for the package I had shipped 
to arrive.

I can hardly wait to read the letters and 
see the ‘tidbits’, and to read what you have 
found out. I am really grateful to you for 
your efforts to get the box to our family. I 
am sharing what I find with all our 
family members.
My father-in-law’s middle name was 
Phineas, after Phineas Miles. I wish he 
(dad) were still around to see all this. He’d 
be so thrilled … somewhere he is smiling!
Our family has so much rich history. A few 
years ago we found a hand written ‘deposi-
tion’ that was done by J. N. McClanahan I 
(born 1833). He became a lawyer in 
Corydon, Iowa, after serving as a Lt. in the 
Civil War. I transcribed it and found that it 
was a deposition of CLEL MILLER, 
infamous member of the Jesse James gang!

Anyway, thanks you so much!
I heard from her again after the package was 

delivered:
Thank you SO MUCH! The package arrived today 
and my husband and I are so excited, as are our sons. 
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It is in fact photos, letters and items from my 
husband’s family on his father’s mother’s side … 
and we are ECSTATIC. His grandfather was 
John Newton McClanahan, and his grandmother 
was Maud Miles, who is mentioned often in the 
letters. There are photos of the family, including my 
father-in-law as a baby with his dad and mother 
Maud, brothers and sisters. There are also other 
pictures of family I have identified, including a very 
old tintype of Ephraim Slutts, Sarah Elizabeth 
Miles (Slutt’s) father.
Forgive my sloppiness or grammar I’m so excited. I 
am positive now that Elton, my husband’s uncle, had 
these items and that’s how they wound up in Texas. 
As I mentioned before, he was the only family member 
to move there. Elton was called Uncle Mick by family. 
He had a twin named Eldon who died shortly after 
his birth, and there are two pictures of the poor baby 
dressed in his christening gown before burial.
Nobody in the family has ever seen any of these 
pictures or knew about the items. My father-in-law Richard did a lot of 
genealogical research on his family, and I can hardly believe that his 
brother Eldon wouldn’t have shared this treasure trove with him, and 
must’ve misplaced it or forgotten it. It contains a wealth of information 
and family names which will confirm so much I have found. Dick would 
have been so thrilled, and somewhere he is smiling that all his hard 
work is being carried on and built upon ... and so this little box which 
means SO MUCH to us found and cared for by you.
How can I ever thank you? Many others would not have taken the time 
and care you did to preserve it and look for the family it belonged to. You 
are a very special person and you have made us all very happy.
Thank you, Tony. I will send you a link to the tree as I add pictures and 
all this additional information. It will take me a little while, because 
there is so much of it, including what I found at home, but it will now 
surely be one of the most beautiful and complete family trees there ever 
was … thanks to you.

There are currently more than 32,000 RootsWeb* mailing 
lists. They cover specific surnames as well as locations, so 
likely there is one that will be helpful to you and your 
research. For general information see http://lists.rootsweb.
ancestry.com/index/index.html.   O

About Tony Hanson: Tony is genealogically bipolar – his 
father was the son of Norwegian emigrants, and his mother’s 
grandparents all emigrated from Germany. He began to 
research his family in 1999 and is currently serving on the 
Board of Directors of the Dallas Genealogical Society as the 
Past President. Now retired from a 32-year career with AT&T, 
he enjoys traveling and is an avid amateur photographer.

* RootsWeb has been down for maintenance and repair; go to any RootsWeb page to see the current status for this popular genealogy resource.   

http://lists.rootsweb.ancestry.com/index/index.html
http://lists.rootsweb.ancestry.com/index/index.html
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Why Name our Journal Stirpes?  Pronounced “STÛR’PEZ,” it perfectly 
describes the core understanding of our passion in researching ancestry and 
family history: The phrase “. . . to my heirs, per stirpes” means that the legal 
heirs share their inheritance based on their relationship to the deceased.”  
(See full story in Stirpes, 2016, Volume 55, Number 3-4)


