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It is not given to many to be regarded as
the best in the world in their chosen
field. When Henry Neill died in 1906, his
New York Times obituary said that he
was reputed to be ‘the greatest cotton
crop estimate expert in the world.’1
This might be an abstruse area in which
to specialise but, at the time, cotton was
the principal source of income for the
Southern states of America and for the
cotton towns of Lancashire. ‘King Cotton’
ruled economies. An expert with the
influence of Henry Neill could, without
exaggeration, be said to have affected
the lives of millions. And he did, not
without considerable controversy.
This piece traces the rise of Henry Neill from relatively
humble origins in Belfast to become, at the end of the 19th
century in New Orleans, either ‘the accepted authority on
cotton’ or ‘the dictator of the country’s chief export crop’,
depending on one’s point of view. It also recounts Henry’s
complicated family life.
Background and early life
Henry Neill was the son of Robert Neill of Belfast and his
wife Letitia, née Ireland. Robert trained as a silversmith and,
from the early 1800s, owned one (later two) jewellery and
watchmaking shops in the city. What is known of Robert
Henry Neill
and Letitia and their extensive and far-flung family is told in
another piece, The Family of Robert Neill & Letitia Ireland.
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Robert Neill was much more than a shopkeeper. His interest in politics, supported by a strong
Presbyterian faith, led to a lifelong involvement in radical issues. These included franchise
reform, poverty relief, the Ragged School movement and, above all, the abolition of slavery.
‘He was a strong anti-slavery man, and numbered amongst his American friends, William
Lloyd Garrison, Henry C. Wright, and Frederick Douglass, who had all been his guests.’2
Henry was named for Rev Henry Montgomery, sometime Moderator
of the General Synod of Ulster and the uncle of his sister-in-law
Margaret. No record of his early life survives. This is not altogether
surprising since most public records for the whole of Ireland were
destroyed during the civil war in 1922, but at least something has
survived on most of his siblings.
Henry was born on 23 October 1828.3 He may have been educated at

Rev. Montgomery

the Royal Belfast Academical Institution, as were at least two of his
brothers. Then, in 1847, he left Ireland for America, arriving on 30 November on board the SS
Waterloo.4 ‘He came to New York at the age of 18. With his brother he established the firm of
which he was the junior at the time of his death … The firm was one of the first members of
the New York Cotton Exchange, and Mr. Neill was one of the founders of that body.’5
Although Henry was to be based in America for the remainder of his
life, he seems to have returned to Belfast in 1849 for two years.
Between 7 December 1849 and 27 August 1851, advertisements
appeared in the Belfast press for Henry Neill & Co, a corn brokerage
and general commission business, formed in partnership with his
father Robert.6 Then he returned to America. His sister Eliza arrived in the US in 1951, and it
may be that she and Henry travelled there together.
Why did Henry leave Ireland? There would probably not have been room for Henry in the
family business: two of his elder brothers had already followed their father into the jewellery
trade. And this was the middle of the Great Famine, when the potato blight caused the deaths
of about a million people. Although the Neills would not have been affected directly by the
famine, they were perhaps affected by the malaise in the country and influenced by the fact
that up to a million Irish people emigrated to America at around this time to start a new life.
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There may have been another reason too. There is little that tells us directly the sort of man
that Henry was, but many letters survive written by his brother William from America, in
which Henry features regularly. Although these letters are not character studies, they give an
impression of character. Henry comes across as a loner, an introvert, focused on his business,
not especially socialised: someone content, indeed determined, to choose his own furrow and
to plough it. This impression is confirmed by an obituary of him:7
Mr. Neill had few intimates. He was naturally of shy, reticent disposition, self-contained
but courteous, of brief speech and perfect manners. His modesty was proverbial and the
distinction he achieved never disturbed the even poise of his character. His habits were
domestic. His one passion was art, of which he was an esteemed connoisseur.

In time, six of Robert and Letitia’s nine children would end up living in America. At a young
age, Henry was the trailblazer, and the direct cause of at least two of his siblings following
him.
Neill Bros & Co
The first discovered reference to Neill Bros is from Manchester in December 18548, a month
after William moved to America to join Henry.9 It is presumed that the British partnership of
Neill Brothers & Co was founded soon before he left. The American partnership was founded
when William joined Henry in America, also in 1854.
The full story of the firm from 1854 to 1867 is related in a separate article: William and Henry
Neill trading as Neill Bros & Co. This piece summarises that period, and then looks in detail at
Henry’s later career as a solo artist.
The visible public face of the partnership was a cotton circular, distributed initially to the
press and later, on subscription, to the cotton trade in Britain. But Neill Bros was always first
and foremost a trading company, buying cotton in America and selling it in Britain. Its early
years, from 1854 to 1861, seem to have been moderately successful, but no more. What
catapulted the firm to national prominence in Britain was the American Civil War and the
virtual cessation of cotton exports from America, which had previously accounted for 80% of
Britain’s cotton supply.
The four years of that war, 1861-65, were
extraordinarily eventful for the Neill
brothers. Their public profile had never
been higher: the cotton trade in Britain
clamoured for information and the Neill circulars never failed to provide it. Their reports
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attracted wide press coverage in Britain. But, apart from the circulars, the Neills no longer had
a business. Almost no cotton was now reaching Britain from America. Not helped by an
unwise investment in cotton production in Turkey, the British firm of Neill Brothers & Co was
declared bankrupt at the end of the war, and the American firm cannot have been much more
than a shell.10 The Neills had to start again when the war was over.
On a personal level, Henry’s extended family in America was involved in undercover activity
on behalf of both sides in the civil war, which created huge personal conflicts and difficulties.
Daniel Lowber, Henry’s first father-in-law, spent much of the war in prison. In between his
two terms in jail, he was in exile in Britain, apparently conniving with Henry to run the Union
blockade. Henry and Daniel both sailed on a blockade
runner, the SS Cumbria, in April 1862, and were
captured by a Union gunship off Charleston harbour
a month later.11 Daniel Lowber was probably just
trying to return home. What Henry Neill was doing remains a matter of conjecture. On the face
of it, this dedicated abolitionist and supporter of the Union was involved in a venture
designed to bolster the Confederacy (and, perhaps more relevantly, his own finances.)
The full story of these events, and it is an amazing story, is told in a separate piece, The Neills
& the American Civil War.
After the civil war, Henry and William Neill rebuilt their business. William gradually withdrew
from close involvement in the firm, although Henry’s obituary in 1906 referred to William as
still being the ‘senior member’ of the firm.12 For a while, all continued smoothly. Then, in the
1890s, and now trading as Henry Neill & Co, the hurricane descended on Henry.
The storm of the 1890s
The age of rampant, unfettered capitalism was drawing to a close. Producers and consumers
were beginning to organise themselves. Governments were starting to take an interest in key
markets, and those markets were becoming politicised. Not long before, Henry Neill had
seemed to be alone in assessing the cotton market. Now, large companies – names still
familiar today, such as Dun, Atwood and Bradstreet – were involved. The Federal Government
was piling in with its own estimates. Cotton producers and their representatives were joining
the fray. Henry had competition. In the words of the historian Jamie Pietruska: 13
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Standing amid this late-century whirlwind of commodity speculation and government and
private crop forecasts was ‘resident alien’ Henry Neill, who achieved credibility on both
sides of the Atlantic by maintaining what he characterized as a ‘close correspondence’ by
cable and mail with his brother in London throughout the late
nineteenth century. An Irish immigrant who came to New York at
eighteen, Neill, along with his brother William, founded in 1857 the
firm of Neill Brothers, cotton merchants with offices in New
Orleans, London, and Liverpool. Neill, who also worked as a cotton
trader, was one of the earliest members of the New York Cotton
Exchange and also a member of the cotton exchange in New
Orleans, from where he exerted considerable influence on spot and
William Neill
futures markets in New Orleans, New York, and Liverpool.
Newspapers hailed Neill as ‘the greatest cotton crop estimate
expert in the world,’ ‘the leading statistician of the South,’ ‘the accepted authority on
cotton,’ and, less effusively, ‘the cotton guesser.’ Neill counted at least one thousand
subscribers – almost all of them in England – to his cotton letters, which he sent out four
times each year, but his eagerly anticipated forecasts reached a far wider audience
through newspaper coverage that often published long excerpts from his letters.
In the 1890s Neill’s forecasts circulated throughout
an economy in which farmers stood little chance to
profit in national or international markets as they
watched cotton and wheat prices continue their
sharp slide. The 1890s brought the largest cotton
yields in history – a record 8.6 million bales in 189091, a record 9 million bales in 1891-92, a record 9.9
million bales in 1894-95, a record 11.2 million bales
in 1897-88, and then a record 11.27 million bales in
New Orleans Cotton Exchange
1898-99 – and thus precipitous drops in price. New
York prices reached near-record lows in 1894-95 (5 9/16 cents), 1897-98 (5¾ cents), and
1898-99 (5 5/16 cents), and after shipping costs, some growers bemoaned a price of less
than 5 cents per pound. ‘What are the causes of this depression in the price of cotton?’
asked the New Orleans Daily Picayune in October 1897. ‘It is . . . not lack of demand, actual
or prospective, which has caused the depression. The real trouble has been the estimate of
Mr. Henry Neill forecasting the yield at 10,300,000 bales, and even more under favorable
circumstances.’ In the minds of Neill’s critics, his predictions exerted a disproportionate
influence on the cotton market throughout the 1890s.

It is interesting to note that, in the extract above, the Daily Picayune excoriated Henry for
depressing prices by estimating the 1897/98 crop to be at 10.3 million bales when, in the
event, it turned out to be even more – 11.2 million bales. This gives a foretaste of the prejudice
that increasingly characterised the debate, of which Henry was the principal target:14
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Henry Neill was widely regarded as the primary market mover. A recognized cotton
authority in Britain by the 1860s, Neill achieved ‘cotton prophet’ status on both sides of
the Atlantic in the 1890s on the basis of his uncannily accurate predictions of the three
largest yields in history. But Neill’s prophecies, in the context of plunging commodity
prices and economic depression, came to
represent the crisis in the cotton economy in
the minds of Southern growers who launched
a campaign of statistical resistance designed
to break Neill’s power over prices in what the
New York Tribune characterized as a ‘battle of
crop estimates.’ The statistics produced by commercial forecasters, growers’ associations,
and the federal government did not stabilize the value of cotton on the market or increase
the perceived value of crop reporting, but rather combined to yield more, not less, market
volatility …
Not surprisingly, British investors and spinners cheered Neill’s consistently optimistic
crop estimates. In March 1894, a letter to the editor of the Manchester Courier offered this
profession of faith in the New Orleans cotton prophet: ‘Do you believe in Henry Neill?’ a
man asked me the other day. ‘He is not only the best crop authority,’ I replied, ‘but there is
absolutely no other. Lancashire is indebted – has been again and again highly indebted – to
Mr. Neill.’ But not everyone believed in Henry Neill, particularly those cotton growers and
commercial trading firms in the United States who grew increasingly critical of Neill’s
influence throughout the decade.

In that quotation from Lancashire lay the heart of the
issue, which was one of perspective. The cotton
producers naturally had their own interests at heart.
Henry Neill did not. The problem for the growers was
that large yields meant tumbling prices. By alerting
cotton buyers in Britain to the forthcoming gluts,
Henry caused direct and drastic falls in the growers’
incomes:15

Lancashire cotton mills

Whenever he issued a bulletin the effect was startling. One blast from his horn has been
known to knock the price of cotton down 50 points, which meant an apparent reduction of
nearly $20,000,000 in the value of the crop. The spinners had the most absolute faith in his
predictions, and his influence so dominated the market that, regardless of what conditions
might seem to indicate, the price of the south’s great staple was practically dominated by
this one man’s opinion.

The problem for the growers was that Henry’s forecasts were usually closer to being right
than those of his competitors. Their criticisms of him were an extreme example of shooting
________________________________________________________________________
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the messenger. The real reason for the plight of cotton farmers in the Southern states in the
1890s, which was indeed desperate, was quite different:16
The reason the price [of cotton] did not
stabilise at [a profitable] level, and had
in fact more than halved by 1898, was
that too much cotton was being grown.
When the crop became unprofitable, its
operatives could not switch their labour
into other, more profitable alternatives,
because there were no alternatives. The
option of becoming subsistence farmers
Cotton on the Mississippi
was closed to most by the dictates of the
credit merchants. Collectively, the South had a near monopoly of the supply of raw cotton
to the world market. But, collectively, the South had no meaning. It existed only as an
assortment of desperately poor individuals, with no means of using their combined power
to raise prices. On a macro level, a decision to grow less cotton was imperative; on an
individual level, it was impossible. This was not so much a failure of free labour as a
catastrophic failure of the free market.

And no failure on the part of Henry Neill either, or of any other cotton forecaster.
Other forces may also have been at work against him. Henry was not only a foreigner who
never took American nationality, but an opponent of slavery who had taken the part of the
Union in a war that had destroyed the old South and the basis of its prosperity. So, when he
got one season’s predictions a little wrong (1898-99), and the next one’s badly wrong (18991900), vengeance was wreaked on him by Southern newspapers on an epic scale:17
‘Dictator of the country’s chief export crop’ … ‘The English autocrat of New Orleans’ …
‘Henry Neill has damaged the cotton farmers more than all the boll worms, rust, floods and
drouths’ … [His] ‘outrageous and inexcusable prophecies’ … ‘Fabric of guess work’ … ‘[A]
commercial Judas, who undertook to deliver the hard-working producers into the hands of
sharp men’ … ‘An enemy of the public welfare’ … ‘[A] prophet [who] is an agent of evil’ … ‘A
demon of destruction’ … ‘Cloth[ing] Falsehood in the garb of Fact’ … ‘The alleged
statistician’ … ‘He knows as much about the output of the coming crop as a chimpanzee.’

Amongst the accusations hurled at him was that his
predictions were governed by self interest. ‘By the
time Neill dies with old age the cotton men will learn
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that he was always influenced by private gain.’18 But, whether that was true or not, Henry
simply predicted. He had no control over the outcome of his predictions. His reputation, and
his influence, existed only because his predictions were so often correct.
A government investigation into Henry’s estimate for the 1899/1900 crop concluded that he
had deliberately manipulated and misrepresented rainfall statistics in arriving at his figures. 19
Henry’s chief tormentor, the Atlanta Constitution, had a field day: ‘The great faker of cotton
estimates… Mr. Neill must have invented his rainfall to suit his own purposes. His figures were
grossly incorrect, and his rainfalls were mythical.’20
Henry may have manipulated the figures, but that does not necessarily mean it was from self
interest. It might have been to justify a gut instinct, and he seems to have been a stubborn
man. By 1899, he was pitted against commercial and government forecasters, all better
resourced than he was, and had proved them wrong time and again. His detractors, at the time
and since, have not produced a shred of evidence that Henry deliberately falsified estimates
for his own gain. It seems more likely that a proud man, buoyed by past successes against the
odds, dug in his toes when it would have been wiser to admit a mistake.
No one questioned the integrity of the other forecasters
who got it wrong in all the years that Henry Neill was
getting it right, despite being under permanent assault.
(‘Up to last night, it was still Neill against the cotton
bears, with Neill still sticking to his prediction and the
crop movement working in full corroboration of his
figures.’21) It would seem that the Southern planters, and Cotton fields in the American South
the newspapers that spoke for them, would rather the
world was left in the dark about the size of the crop, in the hope of raising prices. One might
also ask why the American commercial forecasters and the Federal government so
consistently underestimated the size of the crop, if not to keep the price artificially high on the
basis of false projections, and why their integrity has not similarly been assailed by
subsequent historians.
When Henry Neill died, he left an estate valued at $13,813 (over $400,000 today). Compared
with the estates of others in the cotton trade, Liverpool cotton brokers for example, this was
extremely modest. A New Orleans newspaper commented thus:22
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It is considered a matter to be wondered at, in these days of frenzied speculation and cutcorner business ethics, that Mr. Neill left so little fortune in a worldly sense when by using
the information he was later to disseminate and which was to have its effect on the
markets of the world, he could have reaped fortune with ease.

According to an obituary, his reputation for crop-forecasting developed almost by accident
from his main business as a cotton merchant:23
Incidental to his business he conceived and cultivated a taste for gathering information
touching the progress of the cotton crop, and its consumption by the mills of the world,
and brought to this pursuit a combination of qualities so happily adapted to the work in
hand that he rapidly obtained recognition as an authority on cotton without a peer in the
commercial world. His fame in this field of activity dates back as far as 1867, and up to
within three or four years ago … the name of Henry M. Neill was one to conjure with, and
his pronouncements were accepted with a faith that left its impress on the market with
tremendous effect.

Before the storm burst upon him, Henry had commented:
‘I do not issue estimates as a bull or a bear, but as an
estimator anxious above all to maintain my reputation for
accuracy in my forecasts.’24 This statement is self-evidently
credible. For most of the many years that Henry produced
his estimates, they were reliable and usually better than
anyone else’s, which is how he gained his reputation and
exerted his influence in the first place. Nevertheless,
Degas, ‘The Cotton Exchange,
whether fairly so or not, the storm did damage his
New Orleans’
reputation and the final few years of his life showed a
diminution of his influence, although not a cessation of it. A few days before his death, the
Manchester Guardian reported on his final crop forecast:25
It is generally admitted that Mr. Henry Neill’s estimate of the 1905-06 crop was
wonderfully good and his reputation as a prophet is to some extent re-established. There
are bitter memories, however, still remaining of losses incurred through blindly following
Mr. Neill’s lead.

The controversy continues today. A recent academic study of the American cotton market of
the period refers to Henry Neill simultaneously as ‘a self-interested informant’ and ‘a trusted
forecaster’.26 Again, no evidence is adduced to support the first assertion. The second,
however, was undoubtedly true.
________________________________________________________________________
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Henry Neill’s private life
Unlike for William Neill, there are no letters of Henry’s to study, no words by him and few
about him that reveal what he was like. Every aspect of Henry’s life that one attempts to
research in detail (and there have been many) ends up raising as many questions as it
answers.
Researching at this distance of time, and with little to go on other than Henry’s public record
as a cotton forecaster, this is not surprising. But it feels significant and indicative. In no field of
study is the opacity greater than in Henry’s family life. That is the next field in which to try to
disentangle the assorted crops that are entwined there. In the words of Donald Rumsfeld:
‘There are known knowns… There are known unknowns… But there are also unknown
unknowns.’ That would make a good epitaph for Henry. Let us start with the known knowns.
Henry, Kate Lowber and their children
Henry’s first wife, Kate, was the adopted daughter of Daniel and Mary Lowber of New York,
then of Mobile, later of New Orleans. Their wedding took place on 25 July 1854 in Fishkill, NY,
at the home of Alexander Schultz, uncle of the bride and the father of Henry’s second wife.27
Kate, born in 1832, was about four years younger than Henry. Her birth
parents were William Tell Schultz and Violetta Lynch, young and
unmarried.28 By the time Kate was 13, both of them had died. William Tell’s
brother, Alexander, was a friend – and possibly, at the time, the employer –
of Daniel Lowber. Mary Lowber was the sister of Alexander Schultz’s wife,
Margaret. Around the time of her parents’ deaths, they adopted Kate, who
died in Mobile in 1859, aged 27. 29 By that time, she had borne Henry two
sons: William Lowber Neill, born in Mobile on 5 November 1855, and James
Wilson Neill, born in Mobile on 13 April 1857.30
After Kate’s death, both sons remained with Henry in America. They were
cared for by a ‘Mrs M’ (probably Mather) and, at least for a while, by Henry’s sister Dora.31
Whether this was in Memphis or whether, at least for some of the time, they accompanied
Henry on his travels, is unknown. They were evacuated to Britain early in the civil war. On the
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UK census of 7 April 1861, they are shown as staying with William Neill’s family in Preston.32
Three months later they were in Holywood, near Belfast, staying with other Neill family.33
According to William Lowber Neill’s later account, he and his brother ‘lived with Uncles and
Aunts for 2 or 3 years. Then a winter in Italy and a year’s school in London.’34 This latter year
probably involved staying with William and Susan in Hampstead.
The boys did not return to America with their father in September 1865 – surprisingly, one
may think, since they were only 9 and 8 years old.35 Their eventual date of return, and their
whereabouts for the ensuing few years, are unknown. Then: ‘Two years at the Gunnery School
at Washington, Conn., 1868 to 1870; two years at the Edwards Place School in Stockbridge,
Mass., 1871-72; then two years in Crefeld, Germany, followed by five years at the Royal School
of Mines at Clausthal, Germany.’36
William Lowber Neill left a brief hand-written
biographical memoir. From this we learn: ‘Born
Mobile, Alabama, Nov. 5 1855, son of Henry
Montgomery Neill, a Cotton Merchant – who was
born in Belfast, Ireland, and Catherine M. Schultz,
who came from a Hudson River town and was at the
time of her wedding, the adopted daughter of her
Uncle and Aunt, Mr. & Mrs. D. C. Lowber. Her parents
were William Tell Schultz and Violetta Lynch both of
whom were dead at the time of her wedding. She
died 4 or 5 years later.’37 William went on to become
a metallurgical chemist. Like his father, he achieved
distinction in a narrow field:38
William L. Neill, the son of a prestigious New Orleans cotton trader, was the first employee
hired by the Solvay Process… Educated as a metallurgical chemist in European
universities, Neill had worked for Cogswell at Mine La Motte. In addition to being a fine
chemist, Neill was also fluent in French and German and knowledgeable of five other
languages. In Solvay, Neill headed the company’s chemical department, served as
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Cogswell’s interpreter on trips to Europe, and translated plans and other vital information
received from European Solvay companies.

William spent most of his life working for Solvay or associated companies, mainly in America,
sometimes in Britain. In 1910-11, he was living in Glasgow.39 At his retirement he was
working for the Cassel Cyanide Co Ltd (now a part of ICI). On 27 June 1933, he was present at
a dinner at the Savoy Hotel, London, given by the Delegate Board of that company in his
honour.40 He married Louise Babcock (1870-1948) of Syracuse, NY, and they had one
daughter, also Louise (1904-66), who married Jack Persse.41
Louise and Jack appear to have had no children. William died in
Syracuse on 6 January 1936.42 According to his obituary in the
records of the Mining and Metallurgy Institute: ‘William L. Neill,
a member of this Institute since 1880, and the first employee of
the Solvay Process Co., died in Syracuse, N. Y., on Jan.6, 1936…
Mr. Neill was elected to the Institute’s Legion of Honor roll in January 1930, in recognition of
fifty years of membership in this organization.’43
Like his elder brother, James Wilson Neill trained as a metallurgist. He spent his working life
as a mining engineer. His brother wrote: ‘There [the Royal School of Mines, Clausthal] we
[William and James] met Mr. W. B. Cogswell… My brother entered his employ as manager of
Lead Smelting Works at Mine La Motte, Missouri. I was there as chemist in 1880.’44 After Mine
La Motte, James lived and worked in Montana and Salt Lake City before settling in 1907 at 400
Arroyo Terrace, Pasadena, later moving to 430 West Colorado Street, Pasadena.45 He was
married in St Louis on 2 August 1881 to Anne E Miller, born 15 June 1858.46 They had one
daughter, Violet M, who may have died in California on 19 June 1909. 47 James registered
several US patents relating to metallurgy and mining. He died on 23 December 1944 in Los
Angeles. Anne – who described herself as an Oriental dealer, with some of her collection
appearing in subsequent auction sales – died there on 11 May 1953.48
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As a footnote, one may add that – even allowing for different customs and for a necessarily
disrupted childhood – William and James Neill were largely unparented. They cannot have
had a memory of their mother and they can seldom have seen their father. Neither was a
beneficiary of Henry’s will, although they were mentioned in several of his newspaper
obituaries.49
Henry, Mary Schultz and their children
Henry’s second wife was Mary Lowber Schultz, a
cousin of his first wife. She was the daughter of
Alexander and Margaret Schultz of Matteawan, near
Fishkill Landing in New York state. They married at
Christ Church, New York, on 29 July 1863, in the
middle of the civil war and about a year after Henry’s
arrest as a blockade runner.50
Fishkill Landing

Soon after their marriage, Henry and Mary returned
to England. Not long afterwards she visited Italy (whether with Henry or alone), coming back
to England on or about 20 April 1864 prior to the birth of her first child.51 Two sons were born
to Henry and Mary in rapid succession. According to the obituary of one of them, ‘Henry
Harmon Neill … was born at Matlock, Derbyshire, England, in 1864… His father, H. M. Neill of
New Orleans, had a National reputation as a cotton expert.’52 When he applied for US
naturalisation (witnessed by his uncle, Alexander Schultz’s son), his date of birth was stated
as 25 September 1864.53 However, since he was
baptised on 19 August 1864 under a different name,
he appears to have known neither his own name nor
his birthday.
There is no apparent reason why Henry Harmon should have been born in Matlock, with
which there is no known Neill connection. But it was a fashionable spa town in the 19th
century, with over twenty hydros, and not far from the cotton centres of Manchester and
Liverpool. Perhaps Henry took Mary there for her health and the hot springs induced labour,
intentionally or not. At any rate, Henry Harmon was baptised at St Paul’s Church, Hampstead,
under the name of Edward Henry Neill.54 At some point later, Edward’s name metamorphosed
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into Henry Harmon. The location of the baptism suggests that Henry and Mary were staying
with or near William and Susan at the time. By then, Henry’s two older sons were probably at
school in London and also staying with William and Susan.
About a year after Henry Harmon’s birth, a second son, Hamilton, was born, also in England,
probably around June 1865. He was baptised at the same church in Hampstead on 23 July
1865.55 Shortly afterwards, the family returned to America, the civil war now over. A month
later, Hamilton died. ‘NEILL. -- On Sunday, Oct. 22, HAMILTON, infant son of Henry M. Neill,
and grandson of Alexander H. Schultz, aged 4 months. Funeral this day, (Tuesday,) at 2 o'clock
P.M., from the family residence, Fishkill, on the Hudson.’56
Henry Harmon Neill trained as a lawyer, but practiced as a journalist.
He wrote a section on sport for the Baedeker Guide to the United
States of 1899, was an authority on old New York, and is reported as
attending a dinner in honour of Leo Tolstoy’s birthday in 1898.57 He
became a naturalised American in 188558 and died on 19 July 1909,
three years after his father. According to his obituary, ‘Henry Harmon
Neill, real estate editor of The Evening Mail since 1894, died yesterday
at his home, 215 Tompkins Avenue, St George, S.I., of liver trouble after an eight months’
illness. He … was graduated from the Columbia Law School and School of Political Science in
1886, being admitted to the bar in the same year.’59
He married three times. First, on 29 July 1890 in Miami, to Alice Ogden, the daughter of
Frederic Ogden of New York.60 She may have died shortly afterwards because, on 11 January
1893, Henry Harmon married Virginia Hartshorne Patterson in Springfield, Mass.61 They had
one son, also Henry Harmon (known as Harmon), born on 22 October 1893. 62 Virginia died
the following year and Henry Harmon then married Mabel Livingstone Cary in 1898.63
With the second Harmon, it is better to start with what can be stated with reasonable
certainty, because there is plenty that cannot. He was an artist, who worked in his early years
as a freelance illustrator for magazines in New York, living for a while at 2237 Broadway. He
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was enlisted into the US Army on 19 October 1917 and released on 12 November 1918, 64 but
there is no record of actual military service in World War I. In 1930, he was living in Miami
with his wife Angela and 4 year-old son John W. In 1940, he was in Pleasant Valley, NY.65
Thereafter he lived in Ogunquit, on the Maine/New Hampshire border, where he died in
December 1980.66 He was President of the York Art Association and references to him can be
found in many local newspaper articles in and around Ogunquit, all in connection with art.67
Harmon Neill studied at the Art Students League ... and at
the New York School of Fine and Applied Art ... He began
his career as an illustrator. During the early ‘20s his
drawings and illustrations appeared in Associated Sunday
Magazine, Today’s, Vogue, McLean’s and Harper’s Bazaar.
Giving up illustration for painting, he exhibited portraits
and other works in various galleries in New York City ...
After having been a summer visitor to Ogunquit for many
years, he became a year-round resident in 1942... Harmon
Neill’s paintings have been featured in the New York
Times Magazine and Art Digest. They hang in private and
public collections in Europe and across the United States.

Harmon Neill,
‘Evelyne [Neill] reading’

Harmon Neill, ‘Self Portrait’

Harmon’s marital life seems to have been quite as complicated
as his grandfather’s. All one can do is to report the information
available, not all of which may be reliable. In 1917, on his draft
registration form, Harmon described himself as married. On the
1920 census he was single. On the 1930 census he was married
to Angela, née Warde (to whom he could not have been married
in 1917, for reasons of age). On the 1940 census he was married
to Corley (who may or may not have been Angela). On 3 January
1948, he married Evelyne Harper in Maine.68 Independent

evidence exists to support only the last of these statements. Harmon had three children with
Evelyne. He also had a son, John W, with Angela, who in turn had three children of his own.69
John W. Neill (1925-93) was also an artist:70
________________________________________________________________________
64

US World War I Draft Registration Cards, 1917-1918

65

US Federal Census, 1930 and 1940

66

US Social Security Death Index

67

Museum of Art of Ogunquit, Harmon Neill Memorial catalogue

68

Maine State Archives: Marriages, 1892-1996

69

Ancestry family trees

70

Ogunquit Beach Inn blogspot

16
One of the most beautiful spots on the Maine
coast is Perkins Cove in Ogunquit... During the
1960's and 1970's there was one artist ... John
Neill, who also painted in the Cove... Neill
painted what he saw. He used hard strokes and
captured the rugged landscape of Maine,
Marginal Way, and the wild north Atlantic
waters. John Neill painted tourist art. He painted
en plein aire in Perkins Cove, next to his blue
boxy van, that was always parked next to
Jackie's Restaurant. His father Harmon Neill, was a listed artist and his mother, Angela
Ward was a ballerina who performed at Carnegie Hall. Neill's Great Grandmother was a
Romanov, and cousin to Czar Nichol[a]s. She was also a ballerina in her native Russia.

That leaves ‘Jane’ and ‘Agnes’ Neill
On 18 September 1865, the SS City of Boston docked at New York,
having sailed from Liverpool on 6 September.71 It was taking
Henry’s family back to America after the civil war.
On the passenger list, with alleged ages, were: H. M. Neill (38),
SS City of Boston
Mary Neill (36), Jane Neill (4), Agnes Neill (2), John Neill (infant),
Thomas Neill (infant) and Mary Schultz (18). Also on board were Henry’s brother-in-law,
Charles Loring Brace, and Chas M Todd, an employee of Neill Brothers. 72 That passenger list is
concrete evidence of the next mystery.
Henry Neill was now married to Mary Schultz, so she
must have been the Mary Neill on the list, although she
was in fact aged about 30. Her mother, Margaret, died a
fortnight after Mary’s return. Her obituary referred to:
‘Two daughters, arriving from England but a few days
since.’73 The Mary Schultz on board must therefore have
been the second daughter, although her listed first name
must have been a mistake for Marg (Margaret). The two
infants were the sons born to Henry and Mary in the
previous year or two. But their names were Edward and
Hamilton, not John and Thomas. Why the deception, if not a lewd reference to Henry’s
promiscuity? (From about 1840, ‘John Thomas’ had become a slang term in Britain for a
penis.)
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With or without that imputation, key questions remain. Who were ‘Jane’ and ‘Agnes’ Neill,
aged 4 and 2. Was Henry their father too? Who was their mother? Where was she? Were these
their real names and ages?
The obvious explanation would be that ‘Jane’ and ‘Agnes’ were the children of Henry and Mary
Schultz, born before their marriage. This, in terms of known dates, would be feasible.
However, after the marriage, there would have been no reason for the girls not to have lived
with their parents in New Orleans. That did not happen, which surely rules out this
explanation, as does the information given below.
There is a piece of documentary evidence that sheds opaque light on these questions. It is
from a letter written by William Neill to his wife on 17 October 1865, a month after ‘Jane’ and
‘Agnes’ Neill accompanied Henry back to America. It includes the words: ‘I think I told you in
my last that H[enr]y is to keep the house including the girls & [illegible] but paying no rent for
house furniture garden gardener cart or horse which fall to the Old Quarter [in New Orleans]
to pay for. A very good arrangement if they can keep the troop of relatives at a distance.’74
Who, in this context, are ‘the girls’? Normally, when William uses the phrase, it refers to two
or more of his and Henry’s sisters. But, on this occasion, the sisters are demonstrably
elsewhere and, in any case, the phrasing is inappropriate.
Then, what is the house that Henry is to keep? Not his own, from the phrasing, or at least not
wholly his own, as the keeping of it seems to have been the subject of a negotiation. Possibly it
was connected with his first wife, but she and Henry lived in Mobile, and Kate had died six
years earlier, so one would imagine that the domestic ramifications had long since been
sorted out. Her parents, Daniel and Mary Lowber, lived on their own in New Orleans and
could have been ‘the troop of relatives’, but there were only the two of them, so hardly
numerous enough to be called a troop.
The truth is unknown. But it seems likely that ‘the girls’ in William’s letter were ‘Jane’ and
‘Agnes’ Neill and that they were also Henry’s children. Their mother would appear to have
died, and perhaps Henry has come to keep the house, which would have been worth little in
the aftermath of the civil war, in exchange for paying for the upkeep of the girls, for whom he
may have had no legal responsibility at that time. How the Old Quarter of New Orleans came
to be involved in the negotiation is a question that only a local historian could answer, but that
might shed further light on proceedings.
If the ages of the children on the passenger list are correct, ‘Jane’ would have been conceived
between December 1859 and December 1860, and ‘Agnes’ between December 1861 and
December 1862. If ‘Jane’ had been born before late 1859/early 1860, William would surely
have referred to her, or to the situation, in his letters of that time. To pile if upon maybe, if the
________________________________________________________________________
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mother of ‘Jane’ and ‘Agnes’ lived in New Orleans, and since Henry was involved in a planned
blockade run into New Orleans in spring 1862, he might have made a journey there within the
previous four months as reconnaissance for the run and to see ‘Jane’ and her mother. Or he
might have seen the mother of ‘Jane’ in the fortnight or so that he was in America, after his
arrest, in May/June 1862. ‘Agnes’ could have been conceived at either of these times.
The more one pursues this line of speculation, the more probable it seems that Henry’s voyage
on the blockade-runner SS Cumbria had some connection to ‘Jane’ and ‘Agnes’ and to their
mother. (This episode is recounted in detail in the piece on the The Neills & the American Civil
War.) But Henry never reached New Orleans in May 1862 and by then Union forces were in
command of the city. When and how ‘Jane’ and ‘Agnes’ were brought to England remains a
mystery. Henry returned in June 1862 with his sister Dora (and also Mary Schultz), which may
be significant if Dora was now caring for his children.75 ‘Jane’ and ‘Agnes’ could have come
with them.76 Henry’s only other known trip to America during the war was in July 1863, when
he and Mary married in New York, so they could also have accompanied them back then.
No record of a Jane or an Agnes Neill who fits the relevant criteria has yet been found in any
public document except the passenger list. No household in New Orleans containing both a
Jane and an Agnes, of any surname and of the right ages, has been found on the 1870 Census.
If one is forced to make an educated guess, it seems probable that Henry did have a mistress
between his marriages to Kate and Mary, that she was the mother of ‘Jane’ and ‘Agnes’, that
she probably lived in New Orleans, and that she died sometime in 1862, possibly during or
soon after the birth of ‘Agnes’. It may then be that, after the civil war, ‘Jane’ and ‘Agnes’ were
raised by their mother’s family, under a different surname. For the moment, all this is
conjecture.
The final known unknown in Henry’s love life concerns Charlotte Edings, born on 13 October
1860 on St Helena Island, between Charleston and Savannah. Her story is told in full in the
piece on The early life of Charlotte Augusta Edings. Its conclusion is that Henry was not
Charlotte’s father, but that remains far from certain.
Given what is known, or must be strongly suspected, it would not come as a huge surprise to
discover more women, more children, of whom no hint of information has yet been found. It
was a cruel misfortune for Henry to have lost his first wife so young. But, with an apparently
amorous nature and a lifetime of opportunity as he traipsed the cotton fields of the Southern
states, perhaps the affairs and the children would have come anyway. At any rate, it is
impossible to say, apart from the descendants of Henry Harmon Neill, what other descendants
of Henry may exist. His known descendants are reproduced here:
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Deaths in New Orleans
Henry’s wife, Mary, died in New Orleans on 7
April 1901, having established a local
reputation as an artist under the name of Mary
L. Schultz Neill.77 Her obituary in The Times
Democrat must be one of the most fulsome and
beautiful on record. It began: ‘In the death at
sunset on last Easter Sunday of Mrs. Henry M.
Neill the spirit of one of the loveliest, gentlest,
noblest women of New Orleans passed
peacefully into rest.’78
It was 47 years since Mary Schultz had entered
Henry & Mary’s house,
the lives of the Neill brothers, enriching both of
2901 Chestnut St, New Orleans
them. In the late 1850s, Mary had kept house
for William in Manhattan and his letters – which echo the sentiments of her obituary – make
one wonder if he also considered marrying her. In the end, it was his brother Henry who did.
Henry died five years later, the victim of a streetcar accident. Newspaper reports citing Neill
Brothers continued up until the eve of World War I, so his company survived him for a while.
Time seems to have dulled some of the hostility towards him in the Southern states. ‘News of
the death of Henry M. Neill, the widely known cotton expert of New Orleans, was received
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with feelings of regret throughout the South.’79 Cotton exchanges in the cotton states closed
early as a mark of respect.80
This was Henry’s full obituary in the New York Times:81

HENRY M. NEILL KILLED.
__________________
Famous Cotton Statistician Victim of
New Orleans Trolley Accident.
Special to The New York Times
NEW ORLEANS, Sept.12––Henry M. Neill of Neill Brothers & Co. of London, England, and
reputed to the [sic] the greatest cotton crop estimate expert in the world, died here this
afternoon as the result of injuries received in a street car accident this morning.
While hailing a car, which was moving very rapidly, Mr Neill stood too near the track and
the front step struck him and hurled him to the ground.
He died at 3:45 o’clock this afternoon, being conscious until the end.
__________________
Henry M. Neill was one of the oldest and most prominent cotton men of the South. For
forty-nine years he was the junior member of the firm of Neill Brothers of Mobile, New
Orleans and London, which he founded with his brother, William Neill, in 1857. In that
position he became the leading statistician of the South. His estimates, which were issued
yearly, were noted for their accuracy.
Mr. Neill was born in Belfast, Ireland, in 1838 [misprint for 1828]. He came to New York at
the age of 18. With his brother he established the firm of which he was the junior at the
time of his death, and of which his brother is yet senior member. The firm was one of the
first members of the New York Cotton Exchange, and Mr. Neill was one of the founders of
that body. For many years Mr. Neill had lived in New Orleans. He was a member of the
New Orleans Cotton Exchange and occupied prominent positions on many of its
committees.
Mr. Neill was leading writer on cotton topics in this country. He first issued a monthly
pamphlet in London, which is the highest priced publication of its kind in the world. It has
four pages, and the subscription price is $25. Mr. Neill never wrote for the Government.
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He had just returned to New Orleans from a visit to New York when he was fatally hurt. He
stopped with his son, Henry H. Neill, one of the editors of The Mail and Express, while in
New York. He was received with honors on the New York Cotton Exchange during his visit.
Mr. Neill at the time of his death was a citizen of Belfast, Ireland, as he never was
naturalized.

It had been a long journey from a jewellers’ shop in Belfast, and a full and eventful life. But,
however much it has been possible to find out about Henry, there may be a great deal yet to
discover. Whether it is susceptible to discovery is another matter.

Jim Powell, 14 March 2022
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