
 The Mysterious Disappearance of Joseph R. Mason 

     One of the greatest adventures in Art and Ornithology began in the late afternoon 

of October 12th 1820 on the banks of the Ohio River, just below Water Street, in 

Cincinnati, Ohio.  Cincinnati began calling itself a city in 1819 with a population of 

10,200 and large enough to have eight East-West streets and nine North-South streets1. 

Cincinnati College (the predecessor of the University of Cincinnati) and the Medical 

College of Ohio (predecessor to the University’s College of Medicine) were both founded 

and Chartered in 1819 by Dr. Daniel Drake2, 3. Cincinnati was then the largest city west of 

the Allegany Mountains. 

     On that day, a 35-year-old man and a 13-year-old boy boarded the cargo flat boat 

of Jacob Aumack, to begin their journey down the Ohio and Mississippi Rivers. The man 

was John James Audubon and the boy Joseph Robert Mason, Audubon’s student and now 

unpaid personal assistant. Dr. Drake had also founded the Western Museum in 1819, a 

natural history museum, to compliment the new college. In searching for appropriate staff 

for his new venture, he learned from friends in Louisville, Kentucky, a town of around a 

1000, about the artistic and naturalist talents of James Audubon. With promises of greater 

exposure and a salary for the struggling artist, he hired him as a taxidermist and to 

prepare exhibits4, 5. 

     Drake is considered the first patron of the arts in Cincinnati. In 1817, he saw to it 

that A.H. Corwine, a portrait painter of prominent Cincinnatians, was paid in advance to 

go to Philadelphia to take a course of instruction and improve his style3. Drake 

immediately recognized Audubon’s talent and gave him a special exhibit at the Museum. 
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However, wealthy in enthusiasm and ideas, unfortunately it was soon apparent that Drake 

was not forth coming with the financial promises. Audubon was forced to take on work as 

an art teacher at a local girls academy, and to advertise for his own students.  One of these 

students was Joseph Mason, a 13-year-old boy, big for his age, and extremely talented as 

a draftsman. He was especially gifted in his painting of flowers and other botanical 

subjects. His parents, who were acquainted with Audubon, paid a modest fee for Joseph’s 

instruction to improve on his God given talent. Through the remainder of 1819 and 

mid-1820, Audubon had many discussions with his wife about their meager finances and 

his future.  His dream was to paint and catalogue the birds of North America. He had 

discovered the books of Alexander Wilson, considered the Father of American 

Ornithology, while in Cincinnati, and felt he was better at description and painting than 

Wilson. Publically promulgating this view would later cost him dearly5, 6.  

 The Audubon’s decided that he would seek his fortune, and his wife and two 

young sons would return to her family for help and support. Impressed with the young 

Mason’s artistic talents, his affability, and the fact that he was a good shot, Audubon 

sought the approval of the family for Joseph to join him on this quest7. So, on that warm 

October afternoon, they took their meager belongings, which were essentially the clothes 

on their backs, two buffalo robes for nighttime warmth, and artists supplies of drawing 

paper, chalks, watercolor paints, homemade brushes, Audubon’s famous journal, and two 

guns to hunt game for food and birds for specimens.  They did not have money for the 

journey, but hired on to provide game for the trip. Not long after they departed, the cook, 
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with good survival instincts, left at Henderson, Kentucky and young Joseph became the 

chef5.  

     Essentially, all the sources I consulted referred to the paper that they carried and 

their chalks and paints, almost as an afterthought, as if it were something that you 

could buy at your corner artist’s supply house. In the eighteenth century good paper 

was a very valuable commodity on the Western frontier, and rare. Newspapers of the 

day frequently had to print their editions on half sheets of whatever paper they could 

find, especially in the winter when the river was frozen and flat boats were unable to 

travel. Remember, steamboats were still a rarity on the Ohio at that time, with the first 

one appearing in 18118. Audubon preferred Whatman’s paper from Kent, England, and 

his paint from England as well9. The first paper mill in the Little Miami Valley was at 

Waldsmith’s Settlement in Camp Dennison, Ohio almost a day’s journey from 

Cincinnati. Established in 1810, it was the first paper mill north of the Ohio River and 

west of Pennsylvania. It’s not clear whether this paper was even of suitable quality for 

drawing or watercolor work. So the paper they carried was probably the most valuable 

thing they had10.  

     Travelling by flat boat in the early 1800’s was not like a Cunard Cruise today. If 

the travellers of the early 1800’s lacked anything, it was not whiskey. Captain Aumack 

and his merry crew would probably be labeled alcoholics by today’s standards, and 

young Joseph was no doubt exposed to a life he was not quite prepared for. The young 

personal assistant was almost killed when a drunken Captain Aumack tried to shoot a 

wild turkey with a handgun, instead, inflicting a scalp wound on the shocked young 
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man5. The food was not exactly 5 star either. Mason and Audubon preferred the tasty 

Cedar Wax Wing or Bobolink for their meals, but deer, rabbit, and of course squirrel 

would suffice. Blue Heron was only eaten as a last resort. Herons are fish eaters, of 

course, and the odor and taste of the meat left a lot to be desired9.  

     On the long trip down the Ohio and the Mississippi, Audubon and Mason spent 

their days gathering specimens for food and for drawing. On known bends in the rivers, 

they frequently walked overland meeting the flatboat on the other side with the 

accumulated material of the day. Joseph concentrated on acquiring the flowers, 

branches, and leaves that he could use in his backgrounds. When not hunting or 

cooking, he spent time painting the backgrounds for the birds Audubon had added to 

the paper.  

     At Natchez, they unexpectedly ran into Audubon’s brother-in-law Nicholas 

Berthoud, and he invited them to join him on his keelboat. Happily they left the 

stinking flatboat and drunken crew behind5. On the keelboat, they could concentrate on 

their specimens and drawings. During this time Joseph drew his first bird, a tern, and 

Audubon complimented him on it. Reaching New Orleans, Mason continued to paint 

florals and other botanicals everyday. Audubon wrote his wife Lucy that “the boy was 

painting plants and flowers better that any man in the country”11, Around this time, 

Audubon also started to pencil his name at the bottom of all of the paintings, and 

Mason’s name in pencil below his on the ones that included Joseph’s backgrounds7, 11. 

     By the late summer of 1822, Joseph learned that his father had died in April of 

1821, and he felt it was time to return to Cincinnati to see his mother. His travels with 

!  4



Audubon had lasted two years and at age 15 he decided to move on. At Natchez, 

Audubon put him aboard a boat going north with a gun, some paper and chalks, but, 

since cash always seemed to be short, no money. He promised Joseph, that when and if 

the bird plates were finished, he would be given credit5, 7, 12. Mason no doubt worked 

for his passage home. For a brief time in Cincinnati, he did some portraits13, but by 

early spring of 1823 he was in Philadelphia using his talents in floral painting on the 

fringes of the famous Bartram’s Botanical Gardens established in 1728 by John 

Bartram, well known early American Botanist14. There are no known records of Mason 

as an employee at Bartram’s, but he was earning $60.00 a month, probably in the 

employ of a visiting Naturalist, since there were many of those15. In addition, he 

submitted one of his portraits, “Portrait of a Gentleman”, for the May 1823 Annual 

Exhibition of the Pennsylvania Academy of Fine Arts and it was accepted. He was 16 

years old16, 17.  

     In 1824, Audubon came to Philadelphia, at the time, the center of fine arts in 

America, looking for financing and a publisher for his Birds of America project. It 

turned into a disaster. He met with his former pupil and showed him many of the 

completed drawings. It was then that Mason noted that his penciled name had been 

erased and Audubon’s was now in ink. Mason was understandably upset. A few days 

later, Audubon was a guest at a meeting of the Academy of Natural Sciences of 

Philadelphia (1812) showing examples of his work. During the meeting Audubon 

began to denigrate the talents of Alexander Wilson, considered the Father of American 

Ornithology, who got his start at Bartram’s Gardens and was the protégé of William 
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Bartman, John Bartram’s son.  Audubon, seemingly oblivious that Wilson was held in 

extremely high regard in this city, went on about the quality of his paintings and 

descriptions. Wilson had died in Philadelphia in 1813, and, George Ord, Wilson’s 

friend, patron, and the one who completed Wilson’s ninth volume following his death, 

was present and outraged. Shortly thereafter Mason began telling others about his 

disgust with Audubon’s denial of credit for him. Audubon left Philadelphia empty 

handed11. 

     The scandal became more public in 1835 when a disgruntled subscriber to 

Audubon’s series, John Neal, senior editor of the New England Galaxy paper, began 

his vitriolic campaign against Audubon with comments from Mason about Audubon’s 

denial of credit for the young man. In a letter to Neal, Mason commented “I took no 

notes whilst I was with Mr. Audubon; and I was also at that time only a lad. Besides 

this I looked on him as my greatest friend: and never once entered into my mind that he 

wd do me injustice when he came to publish his work. This it appears he has done”11. 

     Sometime between 1830 and 1832, Mason had returned to Cincinnati and 

established a portrait studio on the south west corner of 4th and Main Streets18. In 1832, 

one of the stranger stories of Mason’s life began with the Cholera epidemic that was 

sweeping the Ohio Valley that summer. Even today, the word Cholera can bring terror. 

Imagine what it must have been in the 1830’s without antibiotics and the principles of 

intravenous hydration. On Sunday September 30, 1832, seven young men, two of 

whom were physicians, were gathered in Mason’s studio discussing the scourge and 

how close to death they might be.  They decided to memorialize their friendship and 
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created a Last Man’s Society complete with an oath to meet again on October 6, 1832 

and every year after until the last man would drink a bottle of wine contained is a 

specially made casket, in memory of his six companions. Dr. John L. Vattier held the 

last dinner, with six empty places, on October 6, 1853 following the death of Henry 

Tatem in August of that year. Most died in their 30’s or 40’s, with Mason being the 

third in 1842 at the age of 34 from pulmonary consumption, now known as 

tuberculosis.  None, that we know, died of Cholera. The casket is now in the collection 

of the Cincinnati Museum Center19.  

     Mason’s life from 1832 to his death in 1842 is somewhat of a mystery. He is said 

to have travelled again to New Orleans and later to southern Michigan and 

northwestern Indiana. We do know that he was in LaPorte, Indiana in 1841, because he 

painted his sole known existing portrait. The painting, of Marie Jane Andrew, was done 

from sketches of the young girl shortly after her death at the request of her parents. 

There is significant detail in the portrait including some biographical material 

regarding Mason. This includes the top book on the depicted stack of them entitled 

“Birds with Colored Engravings”, an obvious reference to Audubon. The portrait is in 

the collection of the Indianapolis Museum of Art20, 21.  

     Mason’s Consumption or tuberculosis was no doubt “consuming” him by 1841. 

Untreated tuberculosis results in weight loss or cachexia with resultant increasing 

weakness, along with violent coughing spells, including bloody sputum (hemoptysis) 

and shortness of breath22. He returned to Cincinnati to be with friends and relatives, 
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dying on October 8, 1842 two days after the 10th anniversary of the Last Man’s 

Society’s founding23.  

     The last part of this story now takes on the character of a Rod Sterling “Twilight 

Zone” aura24. Almost twenty years ago, internationally regarded wild life painter and 

Naturalist, John Ruthven, learned about the Mason connection with Audubon. He was 

fascinated with the story of this talented young man and wanted to find his final resting 

place. Despite his search through voluminous records around the region he came to a 

blank wall. It appeared that Joseph Mason’s remains had vanished forever. A chance 

encounter in 2000 with Henry Harrison, a Sales Advisor at Spring Grove Cemetery, led 

to an enlightening discovery. Even though Spring Grove was not opened until 1845, 

three years after Mason’s death, Harrison decided to check the cemetery’s records, and 

sure enough Mason was buried in Section 39, Lot 29 along with his mother and father 

and three other unrelated people. The records also showed that the body had been 

disinterred from the Episcopal Cemetery downtown in 1860, when that cemetery, 

located in the northern part of what is now Washington Park’s underground garage 

across from Music Hall, was closed. Since about 90 bodies were discovered when 

construction of the garage was started, the disinterment was not very complete9, 25, 26, 27, 

and 28. 

     With the location now certain, John designed and raised the funds for a beautiful 

bronze marker celebrating the life and contributions of Joseph Mason.  

And now the rest of the story, John’s lovely wife Judy died on June 14, 2011 and was 

buried in the Ruthven Family plot at Spring Grove. When Henry Harrison called John 
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with the news about Mason he said, “John, I have some good news, are you sitting 

down?” John replied, “Yes I am”.  Henry then said, “Joseph Mason is buried in Spring 

Grove, and he is buried 30 feet from Judy”9. 
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       John J. McDonough, MD 
       Presented to the Literary Club 
       Founded in 1849 
       Cincinnati, Ohio 
       April 28, 2014 
The following photographs: 

1. John Ruthven at Joseph R. Mason’s gravesite in 
Spring Grove Cemetery 

2. Joseph R. Mason’s bronze grave marker 

3. Joseph R. Mason’s portrait of Marie Jane 
Andrew, Collection of the Indianapolis Museum of 
Art. 
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