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 Augusta Chapin, Michigan Pioneer 
 By Shirley A. Beckman 

 
 

Augusta was tired and hungry. It was December 1842 and she and her family had 

been traveling for weeks in covered wagons pulled by teams of horses. The Chapin 

family had come from Lakeville, New York State to Michigan.  

 Augusta wasn’t sure she was going to like Michigan.  All she had seen was snow 

and trees and more trees. She had lived all of her six years in Lakeville, where, when she 

was three years old, her father had started to teach her at home. 

 In Michigan, if that was where they were, she had not seen anyone other than the 

family and friends in the wagons. The wagon wheels had been switched to runners to 

carry them over the deep snow. Suddenly just ahead around a curve in the road, Augusta 

saw a big, scary looking man, dressed all in fur.  He was carrying a long gun and 

dragging a deer he had just shot.  

 The wagons came to a stop and Augusta’s father asked, “Where is the Rolfe 

Settlement? Are we close?” The big man looked at the loaded wagons and the anxious 

faces of the adults and threw back his head and laughed louder than anyone Augusta had  

ever heard. 

 “The Rolfe Settlement, why this is it right here,” he said. And sure enough it was. 

The big man led them to the home of a man named Ira Rolfe, where they spent the night.  

The next day Augusta and her family moved to a nearby log house.  Her father built a fire 

in the fireplace and just as everyone started to move in, the roof fell in. In two days the 

neighbors repaired the home so the Chapin family could live there until summer, when a 

new house was built. 

 It was a hard winter.  Augusta’s father had to ride for two days before he could 

find potatoes to buy.  They ate raw turnips instead of apples, which Augusta’s mother 

said tasted good.  Augusta did not agree.   

 In the log cabin, everyone had to climb up a ladder to the garret or attic to sleep 

on mattresses filled with straw.  Augusta felt safe up in the garret when she heard the 

wolves howling during the night.  
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When Chief Okemos came to talk to her father, Augusta would sit near the fire 

and listen to his stories.  

 One of the best times was going to school. Mathematics was her favorite subject. 

Her father had brought his many books with him to Michigan and continued to teach his 

children. Her father also enjoyed teaching his children. Augusta was the oldest of the 

eleven children and he was especially proud of her ability to learn and understand.  

The New Testament of the Bible was used as a reading book in school. In Sunday 

School, prizes were given for the most Bible verses memorized.  Augusta collected quite 

a few prizes. She memorized easily.  

 Two of her favorite books were Pilgrim’s Progress and Robinson Crusoe. She 

read and reread Robinson Crusoe until both covers were gone and the pages were loose 

and tattered. Her parents, in an attempt to get her to read something else, took the book 

and burned it in front of her. It was hard for Augusta to forgive them. 

 By the time Augusta was fourteen, she had completed a college math course and 

had studied Greek, Latin, French and German, much of it studying with her father.. At 

fourteen she taught school for term in a school a few miles from her home.  She taught 

again at age sixteen. 

She wanted to go to the University of Michigan, but she could not because at the 

time they did not admit women. She went instead to Olivet College where she first 

learned about strict religious beliefs, beliefs that she decided were not hers. She knew she 

believed in Universalism, that there is good in everyone.   Augusta decided she would be 

a Universalist minister. She never considered any other career.  

Augusta went on to school at Michigan Female College. She planned to receive 

her degree from Lombard University, a Universalist school in Illinois. Instead she started 

teaching and working as a principal, in Lansing and Lyons, Michigan. Years later 

Lombard University conferred on her the first Doctor of Divinity degree ever given a 

woman.  

Augusta Jane Chapin was ordained as a Universalist minister in the Lansing 

Universalist Church in 1864. Today that church is known as the Unitarian Universalist 

Church of Greater Lansing. She was the second woman to be ordained as a Universalist 

minister.  
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The Rev. Chapin did not stay long in Lansing.  The list of churches she served 

and the organizations she was active in is almost a page long. She preached in churches 

throughout Michigan and all across the country, writing her sermons by hand. She also 

taught and continued to learn, earning a masters degree at the University of Michigan 

when they admitted women students.  

She preached and worked for the rights of women to have educational 

opportunities and to be able to vote. She took groups on literary tours of Europe. And 

every year she came home to Michigan to spend time with her family and to preach in the 

country church where she grew up.  

In 1905, after 45 years of work with congregations and women’s groups Augusta 

Chapin died. She is buried in Maple Grove Cemetery in Mason but the impact of her life 

is still felt today. 

    ### 

 

This was read as “the story for all ages” at both services of the Unitarian 

Universalist Church of Greater Lansing on March 1, 2009 


